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ABSTRACT

Wolf Packs: U.S. Carceral Logics and the Case of the New Jersey Four
by
LeiLani Dowell

Advisor: Kandice Chuh

On an evening in 2006 a group of black queer women and gender non-conforming
people, traveled from Newark, New Jersey, to New York’s Greenwich Village for a night out.
When Dwayne Buckle, an African-American man selling DVDs on the street, attempted to flirt
with one of them, they told him that they were lesbians. Buckle physically assaulted them and, at
some point in the four-minute melee, was stabbed. The seven were arrested. While three of them
accepted plea bargains, the other four maintained their right to defend themselves from attack. A
New York judge convicted the New Jersey Four (as they became known by activists and
advocates) and gave them prison sentences ranging from three to eleven years. Charged with
gang assault, a putatively race-neutral legal category referring to any assault by a group of
people, the four were criminalized by local and mainstream media outlets as a menacing gang,
with one commentator even raising the specter of a national (black) lesbian gang epidemic.
My dissertation examines the case of the New Jersey Seven in order to investigate U.S.
logics of carcerality in relation to the sexualities of queer black women, as those logics extend
beyond the geographical and institutional site of the prison itself. I seek to elucidate the 21century production of racial-sexual panics and phobias as a strategy of both
v

physical/geographical and discursive containment, and argue that the continued production of
these panics and phobias, by sectors including but not limited to the state and the mass media,
promote a strategy of discursive, legal and geographical containment that extends beyond the
prison – the most visible and contested site of carcerality – to capture racialized bodies. My
project emerges from my concern with modes of activism and advocacy that promote rights and
liberation based on a fraught notion of “innocence” – a rhetorical strategy that helps obscure the
ways racial capitalism and its attendant structures facilitate criminality and the carceral. the rules
of who is and who isn’t innocence, and what constitutes innocence itself as a fundamental
dimension of the genre of Man as delineated by Sylvia Wynter. And I think that innocence, and
the criminality that is required as its opposite, shows up in the defense of the Seven, the media
and court depiction of the case itself, and the rhetoricization of Newark as both ghetto and
revitalized. And it’s these rhetoricizations, that occur on the bodies of spectacularized people and
places, that buttress the cases, people and places, that never make it to the papers.
Chapter 1 analyses the narrativization of the lives of the New Jersey Seven in the
documentary Out in the Night. I find that the film, created in a moment of shifting sensibilities in
relation to neoliberal homonormativity, follows the rubrics set up by the genre of Man, making it
no less important as a critical response to the case of the Four but also a useful heuristic for
examining the limitations of pandering to that genre, particularly in relation to racialized gender
dynamics. Chapter 2 considers the media and court spectacularization of the case itself, arguing
for a late-twentieth-century shift in anxieties regarding black women’s sexuality that concerned
their intragendered sociality on the streets, one that augmented the ongoing apprehension about
black women’s influence in/on the domestic sphere. A turn to Newark in Chapter 3 examinew
both the rhetorical production of Newark as violent ghetto and the elision of homophobic
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violence, even as the same neoliberal rhetorics of tolerance that conceptualize Greenwich Village
are increasingly used in a Newark undergoing a “revitalization,” while examining the practices
of capitalist accumulation the promote both ghetto and rehabilitation, uplifting the voices of
black queer women who have created a solid and impactful community there.. Finally, I offered
a potential alternative to the reinscription of the genre of man in the short story “Wolf Pack,”
which takes the case of the Seven as a starting point but enacts different stories for the four and
closes with what I consider to be an opening to the reader, an opening to dream and scheme
outside of the structures of legality, carcerality and criminality, all of which are components in
the securing of the genre of Man.
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Introduction
Venice Brown, Khamysha Coates, Terrain Dandridge, Lania Daniels, Renata Hill,
Patreese Johnson, and Chenese Loyal – a group of seven friends, all black queer women and
gender non-conforming people – traveled from Newark, New Jersey, to New York’s Greenwich
Village for a night out on an August summer evening in 2006. For decades the Village had
served as a haven for LGBTQ youth of color, but over the years had come under the gaze of real
estate developers interested in claiming the area for wealthy tenants and tourists. When Dwayne
Buckle, an African-American man selling DVDs on the street, attempted to flirt with one of the
seven, they told him that they were lesbians. Buckle became aggressive, spewing epithets,
threatening to rape them, and then physically assaulted them. Several bystanders came to the
defense of the seven as they defended themselves against the attack. At some point in the fourminute melee, which was captured on video by the theater’s security surveillance system, Buckle
was stabbed, suffering approximately a centimeter-long wound. The seven were arrested and
charged with gang assault, a putatively race-neutral legal category referring to any assault
perpetrated by a group of people. Reminiscent of sensational lesbian pulp fiction titles of the
post-World-War-II era1 yet using language now firmly situated in the American imaginary of
racialized violence and sociality, the four were criminalized by local and mainstream media
outlets in anti-queer and misogynistic terms. Headlines in various papers repeatedly labeled the
Four as a savage gang. The Daily News called them a "lesbian wolf pack" (Martinez); the Post
called them a “lesbian she-wolf pack” (Gregorian) Bill O’Reilly even ran a segment on his Fox
network show warning of the specter of a national lesbian gang epidemic (“Violent”). While
1

See Zimet; while these works provided an outlet for lesbians seeking anything about lesbians in a highly
homophobic era, they also (re)produced stereotypes of these women as (mostly white) hypersexual predators, in
another instance of the use of the imaginary in the naturalization of racial/gender/sex roles.

1

three of the seven accepted six-month sentence plea bargains, the other four maintained their
right to defend themselves from attack. An all-white jury convicted the four and they were
sentenced to three-and-a-half to eleven years in prison.
My project investigates the U.S. logics of carcerality in relation to the sexualities of queer
black women, as those logics extend beyond the geographical and institutional site of the prison
itself. I seek to elucidate the twenty-first-century production of racial-sexual panics and phobias
as a strategy of both physical/geographical and discursive containment, and argue that the
continued production of these panics and phobias, by sectors including but not limited to the
state and the mass media, promote a strategy of discursive, legal and geographical containment
that extends beyond the prison – the most visible and contested site of carcerality – to capture
racialized bodies. The single definition of “carceral” in the OED is “of or belonging to a prison.”
As such, I question whether blackness is in fact sociogenically defined as “of or belonging to a
prison,” and if so, how that definition fuels the circuits between the geographically racialized site
of the “black ghetto” and the institutional, physical prison. By using the term “racial-sexual,” I
mean to underscore the inextricability of race from matters of sex and gender, as well as to note
that gender and sexuality are discursively marked and categorized differently along axes of race.
My project emerges from my concern with modes of activism and advocacy that promote
rights and liberation based on a fraught notion of “innocence.” As Ruth Wilson Gilmore asserts,
demands for justice framed around the condition of innocence are only legible in relation to the
positioning of others who “inevitably … will become permanently not innocent, no matter what
they do or say” (234). Are we to assume that the incarceration of those who cannot be framed
under the rubrics of innocence is justified? On a grand scale, the activist focus on individuals
who can fit the mold of innocence in relation to carcerality argues for reforms to what, in a
2

common sense understanding, is an institutional matrix necessary to combatting real criminality,
rather than challenging the need for prisons, or examining the structures of capital accumulation
that rely on the imprisonment of surplus labor, the spatial absorption of capital through
investment in carceral facilities, and the production of criminality itself. A closely related
concept to innocence is legitimation; that is, if a person – or entity – cannot truly be considered
innocent, then they must have a defensible reason to have committed the crime. The case of the
New Jersey Seven, however, in which the validity of a group of black women and gender
nonconforming people defending themselves is denied in favor of the very public legitimation of
the black male attacker, shows both how legitimation can and does shift in relation to race, class,
gender, and institution, and is also enacted via opposition. The legitimation of carcerality hinges
on the delegitimization of the needs of the poor, for instance; the legitimation for the structures
of heteropatriarchy and gender and sexual normativity hinge on the delegitimization of the
“right” to self-defense. The current common sense framework of human rights also hinges on
legitimacy.
If the spectacularization of the case presented the seven as bridge-and-tunnel outsiders to
the Village, the mention of their residence in Newark, New Jersey, conjured prior associations of
the city with criminality, danger and violence. Newark was “founded” in 1666, when Robert
Treat and a group of Puritans fled Connecticut for the area, attacking the Lenni-Lenape people
they found there and, after destroying their habitats, building log cabin homes for themselves.
The fact that the colonists handed over some form of compensation after this ransacking of lands
of people forms part of the narrative of a peaceful and beneficial interaction, between two
consenting parties, in the creation of the city. A children’s primer produced by the Newark
Public Library, while repeating the oft-used trope of docile and ignorant Indians, is perhaps more
3

accurate: “It is hard to know what the Lenni-Lenape understood when they traded the land that
became Newark for $750 worth of goods. … This exchange forced the Lenni-Lenape off of the
land they had survived on for thousands of years.”
Katherine McKittrick argues that "Black lives are necessarily geographic, but also
struggle with discourses that erase and despatialize their sense of place," (xiii) and while the My
Newark primer, designed for third- to eighth-graders, also touches on such related topics as
Newark’s diversity, the Great Migration, the 1967 Rebellion and the 1974 Puerto Rican
Rebellion, and even the purported Newark “Renaissance” beginning from the 1990s to today, it
carefully ignores the legacy of the enslavement of African peoples in Newark itself. New Jersey
bears the unfortunate distinction of being the Northern state that took the longest to outlaw
slavery in the U.S., in 1808. It is outside the scope of this dissertation to examine the long history
of Newark from its founding to the present day. To move to the first few decades of the twentyfirst century is to skip past the contours of a history that has seen dramatic shifts in power along
lines of race and ethnicity, including the 1967 rebellion against police brutality, the coalescing of
the Black Arts and Black Power movements in Newark, and the seating and retention of the
mayorial seat by Black men in every election since the victory of Ken Gibson in 1970. However,
I call attention to the removal of the Lenni-Lenape peoples and to the legacy of enslavement in
Newark so that we may pay attention to the ways conceptualizations of the city, from its very
inception, hinged on varied narrativizations of both removal and enclosure, legitimacy and
innocence. The production and forced migration to the reservation and via the slave ship
represent some of the first instances of containment, both physical and discursive, in relation to
the land that would be called the United States. With a current strain of neoliberal gentrification
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threatening to now remove the descendants of the enslaved, Newark has been made into a
palimpsest.
I am using the model of modern carceral logics set forth by Ruth Wilson Gilmore, in
which a model of carcerality favoring the rehabilitation of “criminal” individuals is discarded
and replaced with a strict focus on punishment and containment. In order to think about the
geographic space of Newark as a carceral space in this light, we must go back to the history of
Newark as the Northern state that was the last to outlaw slavery, in which the Lenni-Lenape
people were displaced under the narrative of a “purchase.” Sylvia Wynter theorizes that the
elision of Blackness from the genre of Man was augmented by the description of New World
lands as uninhabitable, making the people who resided in them less than human. Such rhetoric
insists on the impossibility of rehabilitation in order to foster removal, in the case of the
indigenous peoples of the New World, and enslavement, in the case of African peoples. If we
think of the prison under Gilmore’s framework, we see prisons as sites in which human bodies
were warehoused and policed, and we can see similar efforts with the inner-city urban “ghettoes”
and with the “ghetto” of Newark in particular – an area which, by all accounts, rampant
unemployment leads to the kinds of alternative economies that foster a pipeline to incarceration.
Katherine McKittrick cites "domination as a visible spatial project that organizes, names, and
sees social differences (such as black femininity) and determines where social order happens"
(xiv). In Newark, the visible spatial project of domination, which segregates the city into vastly
different economic statuses, is coupled with narratives that seek to justify how that particular
social order is carried out.
Foucault discusses the shifting penal reform theories over the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries that eventually led to a focus on judgement of crime in relation to the character traits of
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an individual, rather than on the objective “crime” itself, isolated from any speculation as to the
desires and needs of the criminal. If, as Foucault states, “criminality, rather than crime, became
the object of penal intervention” (100), with the criminal
designated as the enemy of all, whom it is in the interest of all to track down, falls outside the
pact, disqualifies himself as a citizen and emerges, bearing within him as it were, a wild
fragment of nature; he appears as a villain, a monster, a madman, perhaps, a sick and, before
long, ‘abnormal’ individual (102)
then the ghetto is the space to imprison/warehouse a class of people who are considered criminal
by nature/essence. Thus, Louis Wirth would write in 1927 that “The ghetto, be it Chinese, Negro,
Sicilian, or Jewish, can be completely understood only if it is viewed as a socio-psychological, as
well as an ecological, phenomenon; for it is not merely a physical fact, but also a state of mind.”
(Wirth 71) However, offering a corrective to Foucault, Sylvia Federici suggests that the
criminalization specifically of women, through the figuration of the witch, began as an aspect
foundational to the creation of the modern proletariat in the shift from feudalism to capitalism.
This originary criminalization, in which “women’s bodies have been the main targets, the
privileged sites, for the deployment of power-techniques and power-relations,” has been
replicated over centuries on the bodies of Black women, even as they have been conceptualized
outside of the framework of domestic womanhood. If the figure of the criminalized witch
functioned to reinforce the normalization of women’s “role” inside the home and the
invisibilization of their (re)productive labor in Europe, that figure would be reintroduced by the
colonists seeking to reproduce their order in the New World. Black women, forced into a
position that denied them any familial, domestic relations under enslavement, would nonetheless
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be assigned the role of the pathological in terms of their non-normative familial structure, which
was (and is) then given the blame for the very existence of the ghetto.
My work engages primarily with queer of color critique, Black studies and decolonial
theory in an attempt to examine the contemporary manifestations of these rhetorics through the
attack, trial and media coverage of the New Jersey Four; the Four’s hometown of Newark, N.J.; a
reading of the activist documentary Out in the Night; and queer literary resistance to these
rhetorics by Black women. In these chapters, I argue against the continued use of an innocence
framework in challenging carcerality, particularly as such constructions uphold hegemonic
understandings of humanity that exclude whole categories of people. In examining the
criminalization of Black women as a spatial one, I suggest a shift in anxieties about Black
women from the domestic to public sphere, concurrent with anxieties about their sociality.
Finally, I argue for increased attention to the agencies and authority of Black queer women in
their communities and through their literature, and the ways they envision, imagine and enact
counterfutures to the social death of the carceral. These issues have resonance for both academic
and activist work, in thinking outside of disciplinary boundaries.
This work is informed by the theorizations of Sylvia Wynter and subsequent scholars
who have grappled with her analysis of the overrepresentation of Western Man as human.
Wynter’s vast oeuvre is foundational to my project in its examination of the designation of
indigenous lands as unhabitable during the European “discovery” of the New World in 1492, the
laws that reinstitute a fundamental understanding of blacks as outside the current genre of Man,
and the naturalization of rationality. How have the rhetorics exerted in the maintenance of the
genre of Man shifted over time? How has the neoliberal project – what Lisa Duggan describes as
a “vision of national and world order, a vision of competition, inequality, market ‘discipline,’
7

public austerity, and law and order” (x) that emerged in the 1990s been conceptualized as an
evolutionary advance in Western rational thought – and how has the territorialization of those
deemed irresponsible been mediated, legislated against, and contained in response? If
neoliberalism entails a rhetorical justification for a rollback of the “welfare state” in the form of
personal responsibility and free markets, then it has also continued the presentation of Western
epistemology as universal, and its strategies of containment of the “illogical” as inevitable and
necessary.
I seek to extend the vast scholarship concerning the policing of sexualities during the
Progressive Era (1890-1920)2 to consider iterations of racial-sexual panics in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries, investigating the continued production of an “Americanness”
that involves responding with anxiety to a supposed physical and moral threat of sexual violence
and contamination. The Progressive Era saw a proliferation of rhetoric and legislation in respect
to the perceived threat of “foreign” bodies and their intermingling with the descendants of white
settlers in the United States, from the Chinese Exclusion acts to constant scrutiny of the agency,
respectability and sexual practices of black women migrating to the North. The same racialized
tropes regarding the threat of hypersexualized and promiscuous black bodies and the spread of
disease, and the use of national and state resources to respond to “degenerate” communities,
continue into the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, visible through, for example,
attacks on (Black) single mothers and welfare moms and the focus on Black men and the “down
low” – the purported epidemic of “closeted” “gay” Black men who infected Black women with
HIV/AIDS at the height of the AIDS crisis. An important component of this analysis is thinking
through the shifting yet continually racialized creation of panics and phobias in relation to

2

Here I am thinking of scholars such as Nayan Shah, Hazel Carby, Kevin Mumford and Margot Canaday.
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gendered sexuality in the current neoliberal era. I envision this work under an expansive lens that
looks toward a long view of history, noting the repetitions and divergences over the long duree
of U.S. identity formation and consolidation.
In envisioning this project as one of resistance and refusal, I am also interested in
examining the engagement of black and queer authors with these rhetorics and with the law. If,
as Barbara Christian asserts, “people of color have always theorized … in forms quite different
from the Western form of abstract logic,” then how do literary texts critique the legal and
discursive criminalization and containment of black sexual bodies, and how do they imagine
other ways of understanding? What strategies of resistance to their texts teach? I include in this
archive literature and archives produced in the service of mass organizing and education –
including but not limited to documentaries, oral histories, and educational primers/pamphlets.
How do these strategic genres resist neoliberal, homogenizing impulses in its language and
action?
The themes of habitability, lamentability, and fugitivity are especially pertinent to my
examination of the production of racial-sexual panics as part of the continued project of U.S.
settler colonialism. The dis/entitlement of certain bodies to inhabit certain spaces based on their
in/ability to live and thrive can be seen in the rhetoric surrounding enforced patterns of migration
and the concentration of criminalized, supposedly degenerate and amoral black bodies in the
uninhabitable ghetto. The mediatization3 and state-sanctioned production of the categories of, for
instance, the welfare queen, the teenage mom, and the homophobic ghetto serves, in turn, to reify
notions of who is and isn’t grievable – that is, whose lives are worthy of lament -- and in which

3

I use the term “mediatization” in reference to the theoretical framework, in media studies, that considers the
increased discursive importance of the mass media to the shaping of politics, society and culture. See Hepp et al.
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ways, under the rubrics of citizenship. Seen from the perspective of prison reform strategies, here
we find a failed rehabilitation model duplicated in geographies outside the prison in favor of
models of punishment for a blackness that has been essentialized as criminal 4. Under a liberal
framework, these productions determine who is deemed worthy of efforts towards “redemption”
under the aegis of American exceptionalism, and whose lives are considered tragic relics and
unable to be saved – thus, lamentable. Further, the inability to be saved becomes wrapped up
with an inability to escape the ghetto (both as a site containing ungrievable categories of humans
and as a category in itself), rather than the ability to contest the geographical neglect and
criminalization of home. Thus fugitivity, as flight/escape, becomes both a prime aspiration 5 and a
site for further inquiry, particularly in relation to gentrification struggles and the eviction of
peoples from places they had no intention of leaving. My work also considers mobility and
fugitivity as integral, but not exhaustive, to an understanding of the ghetto as more than a site of
hopelessness and violence.
The question that this dissertation grapples with is this: How does one avoid
containment? Black respectability politics have always been about a form of representation via,
in particular, the containment of Black women’s sexuality. With the rise of (white)
homonormativity in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, we have seen similar
efforts to discursively shift what were once considered degenerate lifestyles into the realm of the
normative by juxtaposing them to “illicit” forms of black queerness. There is also the geographic
containment of the ghetto itself; Wynter states that

4

Here I am referencing Fred Moten, “Uplift and Criminality,” in terms of an essentialized criminal blackness, and
Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag, in relation to prison reform models.
5
I am thinking of “aspiration” in terms of both the desire to achieve something and the ability to breathe; as such,
flight/fugitivity becomes a privileged method in relation to Black survival. See Christina Sharpe 2016.
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A middle class now re-defined in ethnic terms as African-American ensured that the skill-less,
jobless, and therefore now increasingly criminalized underclasses were to be even more
rigorously interned in “the hood” (i.e., the jobless inner-city ghettoes and their prison-system
extension) as the group now sacrificially excluded from the order as the cost of the order’s
reproduction; and made institutionally to reoccupy the role, and nigger place, of the formerly, no
less institutionally segregated black U.S. population as a whole. (Wynter 158)
And yet, containment can also be seen as an aspect of identity formation and representation that
can also be liberating. Containers are not always bad– often, containers serve as protection from
undesirable and harmful elements – but they are always constraining and they will always
exclude something. In relation to carcerality, the conceptualization of innocence and violence
struggle against each other in terms of what and who should and should not be contained;
carcerality is related to punishment but most importantly to capture and containment.
Road Map
Chapter 1: Finding a Way Out
The 2014 documentary Out in the Night, which focuses on the case of the New Jersey
Four, opens up a discussion about how the law and public rhetorics collude in the regulation of
queer bodies of color. The film has been billed as an advocacy project to raise awareness about
the particularities of the case, as well as the more general nature of state repression along axes of
gender, race and sexuality. However, by framing the Four within homonormative ideals, the film
suppresses the potential of racialized and non-normative genders and sexualities to disrupt
capitalist and imperial notions of safety, home and family. Particularly in its dichotomization of
“the [Newark] hood” where the Four reside as “anti-gay” versus Greenwich Village as their
away-from-home, bridge and tunnel escape, the documentary’s representational strategies
11

foreclose an understanding of the foundational systems of knowledge that inescapably capture
and confine the lives and life chances of the Four, black people, and queer people of color. This
preclusion gives rise to forms of resistance to carcerality that resort to unreliable assertions of
“innocence” when, as theorized by Sylvia Wynter, Fred Moten and others, Blacks are always
already marked as criminal.
My scholarly interest in Out in the Night is related to the general question of the
possibility of sustained and effective advocacy and activism in the current conjuncture. How can
we, as people concerned with the lives of black people, queer people, trans and gender nonconforming people, refrain from representational strategies that leave us firmly ensconced within
the “territory” of Western universalism, which presumes a desire on the part of blacks and queers
to fit into a hegemonic understanding of “humanity” and “civilization”–and “home”? Thus, this
chapter reads Out in the Night in relation to Sylvia Wynter’s critique of the biocentric codes that
give rise to “Man,” as they obscure the intellectual and political imperatives for understanding
human forms, produced by the “sociogenic principle” –a theory of human consciousness based
on lived experience. I argue that in the urgency to promote a vision of the Four as normal women
operating from “a lifetime demanding self-defense” (the streamer from the promotional poster of
the film), Out In The Night elides deeper political aspects of the case—notably, as it works to
normativize gender variance and gender non-normativity in its narrative of pathos—and panders
to what Wynter has called the current “genre of the human,” which consequentially tethers the
case of the New Jersey Four to neo/liberal modes of recognition and rights.
Chapter 2: The New Jersey Four
Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the case of the New Jersey Four and provides an
analysis of the media coverage surrounding the case and the court proceedings. In the immediate
12

aftermath and as the trial proceeded, mainstream media outlets vilified the friends in anti-queer,
misogynistic and antiblack terms. I begin with an examination of Progressive Era rhetorics
surrounding black women’s sexuality as they migrated in mass to urban cities from the South.
Such concerns with the new, urban Black women reveal an attempt to delineate proper forms of
Black gender in relation to the public and private spheres, with women firmly rooted in the
domestic. I propose that the attack, sensationalization of the case, and the trial itself were all
manifestations of a shift from concerns regarding Black women’s sexuality in the private sphere
to concerns related to the public sphere and, in particular, related to Black women’s sociality.
Chapter 3: At home in the hood
Newark, the largest city in the state of New Jersey, was home not only to the New Jersey
Four at the time of their case but also to Sakia Gunn, a 15-year-old Black lesbian who, like the
Four, traveled to Greenwich Village for a night of communion with other queer youth of color in
2003. Returning home that night, she was stabbed to death by Richard McCullough, an African
American man, after she rejected his sexual advances. 6 That same year Shani Baraka, a Black
lesbian, Newark resident, and the daughter of poet Amiri Barka, was murdered along with her
partner, Rayshon Holmes, in Piscataway, N.J. These murders reveal not only the violence Black
queer women face, but also the existence of a thriving Black queer community in Newark.
In juxtaposition to the mostly white, extremely inhabitable “gay ghettoes 7” of, for
instance, Greenwich Village in Manhattan and Boystown in Chicago, Newark is figured as the
uninhabitable and “homophobic” Black ghetto even as Newark has been understudied as a center

6

McCullough was sentenced to 20 years in prison for killing Gunn – a sentence only nine years longer than that
received by Patreese Johnson, one of the New Jersey Four, for what was essentially a flesh wound in the stabbing
of Dwayne Buckle.
7
As referenced by Charles Nero
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of Black queer life. I intend to take Newark as an object of study to examine the ways the city is
variously read as geographically in/habitable in relation to the concentration of black lives, and
its residents as un/lamentable. To study Newark through this framework is to recognize the
deeply entangled historical underpinnings of the region’s carceral logics, including black
enslavement and dispossession of the indigenous Lenni-Lenape people there. That the
aforementioned murders and attacks occurred against Black queer Newark residents yet took
place in relation to acts of mobility outside of Newark itself provides a site to consider the
politics of fugitivity in relation and resistance to enclosure. The extant yet struggling Newark
LGBTQ Community Center, which opened its doors in 2013, directly relates the impetus for its
founding to Gunn’s murder in 2003.
Chapter 4: ‘I decide to make things whatever I want’
Taking Black lesbian Audre Lorde’s imperative to “those of us / who were imprinted
with fear” that “it is better to speak,” this chapter examines the ways Black queer people have
attempted to disrupt racial-sexual panics and phobias and teach about sexuality. This includes
engaging and challenging with racial heteronormative and/or homonormative discourses and the
law, as well as teaching resistance through both model and instruction. Utilizing Sarah Jane
Cevernak’s work on Black philosophical wandering and Katherine McKittrick’s demand for
decolonial thinking in response to plantation futures, this paper analyses Mecca Jamilla
Sullivan’s short story “Wolfpack.” This fictionalized version describes the night in the Village,
the attack, trial and media coverage, as well as events before the attack that provided meaning to
the lives of her fictionalized characters. In the last paragraph of the text, an imprisoned character,
Verneice tells us that “this is when I decide to make things whatever I want them to be” – a queer
Black call for the imagining of counterfutures as a mode of survival and resistance.
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Chapter 1: Finding a Way Out
Abstract: This chapter reads the documentary Out in the Night, which narrates the case of the
New Jersey Four and examines their lives in Newark, New Jersey, through Sylvia Wynter’s
theory of the sociogenic principle, as specifically detailed in her essay “On How We Mistook the
Map for the Territory, and Reimprisoned Ourselves in Our Unbearable Wrongness of Being, of
Desêtre: Black Studies Toward the Human Project.” While commending the film for its impact
and its challenge of the media depiction and court rhetorics during the case, I question the film’s
representational strategies in relation to an upholding of the genre of Man, and critique the use
of innocence as a rhetorical frame to legitimate the Four.

Introduction

The systematically induced nature of Black self-alienation is itself (like that correlatively of
homosexual self-alienation) only a function (a map), if an indispensable one, of the enacted
institutionalization of our present genre of the human, Man and its governing sociogenic code
(the territory), as defined in the ethnoclass or Western bourgeois biocentric descriptive
statement of the human on the model of a natural organism (a model which enables it to overrepresent its ethnic and class-specific descriptive statement of the human as if it were that of the
human itself).
– Sylvia Wynter (2006, 115)

16

“What was this fight about? Why did we even have this fight?”
– Patreese Johnson, member of the New Jersey Seven (Out in the Night)

On September 19, 2014, a Friday, I boarded the cross-town bus from Crown Heights,
Brooklyn to attend a screening of the documentary film Out in the Night, directed by blair
dorosh-walther, at the Restoration Center for Arts and Culture in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The
viewing was part of musician Toshi Reagon’s annual weeklong “Word*Rock*& Sword: A
Festival Exploration of Women's Lives,” which Reagon began in 2000 “with the intention of
‘responding creatively, showing our lives, our work, our activism and our talent’” (“Word”
2016).8 Although I had been interested in seeing the film since its release earlier that year, my
main objective was to reconnect with a friend that I’d been neglecting since beginning my first
semester of graduate school. Underdressed for the newly arrived fall chill and exhausted after a
week of seminars and other graduate responsibilities, I arrived early that night to a room sparsely
filled with Black women and queer people of color of varying generations, from people in their
late-twenties to folks probably in their fifties. The mood was quiet but friendly, a kind of “thank
God it’s Friday” attitude mixed with a palpable appreciation of the community gathered, if even
in small numbers, and a somber anticipation of the narrative that was shortly to unfold on the
screen in front of the room. The air in the room felt strange and a bit unnerving to me, and at the
time I couldn’t quite put my finger on why that was so.

8

“We struggle in a political climate that still tolerates and actively encourages systemic discrimination against
women–from the workplace to the doctor’s office. We witness Congressional attacks on funding for Planned
Parenthood; the harassment and murder of abortion providers; the denial of access to affordable health care; the
constant vulnerability of women and girls to violence and sexual abuse; the daily struggle of women to hold
families together in our ailing economy. We will come together to share our gifts and focus our intentions for the
21 Century.” (“Word” 2016)
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Out in the Night narrates the case of the New Jersey Four, the details of which I had been
familiar with since following the case as an activist in 2006. Given the media spectacularization
at the time of the attack on the Seven and criminal trial against them, the documentary was a
welcome intervention, telling an alternative narrative of their lives, the attack against them, and
their ensuing trial, conviction and imprisonment. As an advocacy project to raise awareness
about the case of the Seven, and the overall nature of state repression along axes of gender, race
and sexuality, Out in the Night opens up a discussion about the conflation of law and public
discourse in the regulation of queer bodies of color, including interviews with a journalist who
sticks by her decision to call the seven a “seething septet” in an article, the effect of the mediadriven discourse on the all-white jury, and the media’s sensationalization of the gang charges
against the seven, all juxtaposed to the words of the seven themselves, their friends, family and
allies. As someone who had closely followed the case, I was incredibly thankful that the film had
been made, and was widely circulating at universities, film festivals and community events, and
eventually through PBS and LOGO network broadcasts. The film’s website includes
endorsements from the Huffington Post –“This film could help influence the ongoing LGBT
civil rights struggle. Everyone should see it”—and film critic Roger Ebert: “This film is
necessary—it adds to a larger dialogue to the injustices [sic] of black men and women around the
world” (“Press”). Along with wide acclaim, the documentary provided an important platform to
make the case known to an international audience, as well as providing an outlet for the Seven to
continue being heard through their participation in tours of the film throughout the country
(including the viewing that I attended in Brooklyn).
Yet despite all of this, I question the film’s narrative approach, which focuses on two of
the seven: Renata Hill, one of two mothers in the group; and Patreese Johnson, whom the film’s
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website describes as a “petite femme.” What has continued to strike me through multiple
viewings is the ways that the film’s employment of normative representational strategies
foreclose an understanding of the foundational systems of knowledge that structure the Seven,
Black people, and queer people of color. In its need to contend with the temporal constraints of
the filmic genre, I argue, Out in the Night promotes a vision of the Seven as “normal women”
and elides deeper political aspects of the case, including gender identity, the discourse of black
homophobia, and the effects of homonormative gentrification on LGBTQ people of color. In
doing so, the film inadvertently panders to what Wynter has called the current “genre of the
human” as a way to secure recognition and rights.
This chapter reads Out in the Night through Sylvia Wynter’s critique of the Western
project of Man and its underlying sociogenic code of Western humanity. In “On How We
Mistook the Map for the Territory, and Reimprisoned Ourselves in Our Unbearable Wrongness
of Being, of Desêtre: Black Studies Toward the Human Project,” Wynter claims that the Black
Arts9, Black Aesthetics and Black Studies movements of the 1960s and early 1970s, in their
focus on a militant response to the “map” of Black dehumanization, became caught in the trap of
the “territory” of what Wynter calls the “Western bourgeois biocentric descriptive statement of
the human.” This epistemological code insists that a set of Western practices and outlooks are
essential and rooted in every human’s phylogenetic/ontogenic goals of survival and evolution,
while negating that these practices and outlooks stem from a Western epistemological framework
designed to ensure cultural, political and economic hegemony. Thus, as Black liberation
movements sought to counter the ongoing negative images and the resulting sociogenic self-

9

Ironically, one of the main figures of the Black Arts movement, Amiri Baraka, is known for being a prodigal son of
Newark, who returned there after living in Manhattan’s Lower East Side, with a white wife, to adopt Black
nationalist politics.
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alienation of Black people, they missed the mark of identifying that the ontological nature of
being in the current genre of Man establishes Blacks as always already outside of that code and
unable to enter it. Wynter writes that “the systemic devalorization of racial Blackness was, in
itself, only a function of another and more deeply rooted phenomenon; in effect, only the map of
the real territory, the symptom of the real cause” (Wynter 2006, 115). Nonetheless, Wynter notes
the profound and important psychic impact these movements, even while limited in their scope,
had on Black thought and praxis, and suggests that academics, artists and activists must critically
examine these movements as the first steps “of our coming to grips with the real issue … with
which we are now urgently confronted.” (161) Wynter suggests that the hostility resulting in the
eventual disappearance of Black Arts and Aesthetics, along with the co-optation of Black Studies
into African-American studies and its adaption of a poststructuralist mode of multiculturalism,
emerged in response to the very potentiality of these movements through “the reterritorialization
of Man’s Ideology and its order-integrating program of truth” (Wynter 158) to disrupt
hegemonic understandings of a Western-imposed and Western-designed “universal” humanity.
An interview with the Queer Newark Oral History Project reveals dorosh-walther to be
an incredibly thoughtful director, who expresses her 10 initial concern with being the director of
this project, as a white person, concerns with the invasiveness and voyeurism in the process of
filming a documentary, and the many difficulties of creating a documentary film that is both
sensitive to the people portrayed in it as well as the dilemma of editing choices in relation to the
length of the film. As such, the critiques that follow are indicative to my larger concerns for
successful activism, and are appreciative of dorosh-walther’s apprehensions, which in many

10

The Out in the Night website indicates that dorosh-walther uses both “male and female pronouns.” Accordingly,
I will alternate between the pronouns “he” and “she” when referencing dorosh-walther in this chapter.
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ways are congruent with my own. I pose my inquiry as an activist and scholar concerned with the
larger question of advocacy and activism in the current conjuncture, which produces only limited
models of a rights-bearing subject under a neoliberal framework of responsibility, individuality
and civility. My intervention is an attempt to link the theoretical and political, in the hopes that
the theoretical can foster a critical inquiry by those who do the work of advocacy as to the ways
projects of liberation are helped and/or hindered by this repetitive set of frameworks.
This chapter will reflect on the representational strategies an activist film employs to
legitimize a group of queer Black women and gender nonconforming people in an attempt to
claim their innocence. Those strategies include a juxtaposition of Newark and Greenwich Village
as sites of innocence and guilt; a concentrated focus on themes of family, marriage, and
reproduction; and the elision of the gender identities of at least one of the seven. I argue that
through these depictions, Out in the Night also attempts to secure the Seven’s place in the current
genre of Man – which is to say, it depicts them as (gay) citizens who have earned access to the
territory of the (homo)normative, as a new frontier in the current genre of Man. By seeking to
establish a counternarrative to the dehumanizing discourses of race, gender and sexuality that
framed the case of the Seven, the film falls short of the deeper project of liberation – Wynter’s
“real issue” – by limiting the frames of reference in which those counternarratives abide.
Finally, this chapter will meditate on the allure and limitations of the filmic genre as a tool of
activism. The temporal constraints of film are perfectly matched to the types of advocacy that are
performed through many models of activism – types that rely on truncated, sympathetic
understandings of situations, people and places, confounding deeper systemic and critical
analyses of the structures of racial capitalism.
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Newark v. Greenwich
Early on in the documentary, Out in the Night offers a meditation by several of the Seven
and one of their brothers on the neighborhood they grew up in, and which they traveled from on
the night of the incident. The Newark streets, visually depicted, are filled with houses that, shot
in bright, sunny daylight, give off an aura of wholesomeness. This depiction enacts what Wynter
calls the “ethnic and class-specific descriptive statement of the human as if it were that of the
human itself” (115) in that the film’s initial shots of Newark resemble any suburb on any given
day with the exception that the people on the streets are Black. The growth of the suburbs has in
part been fueled by white flight from the blackness contained in the urban city and especially the
ghetto – in Newark, Robert Curvin notes, this flight was aided by white accessibility to
mortgages along with federal policy supporting construction in the suburbs (36). Nonetheless, it
is also underappreciated that some 9 million African Americans came to live in the suburbs
between 1960 and 2000, in what Andrew Wiese calls “a migration as large as the exodus of
African Americans from the rural South in the mid-twentieth century,” (Wiese 1) leading to a
general assumption that the suburbs are (or were) white. In another article, Wynter describes how
the genre of Man has evolved to its current iteration, homo oeconomicus, in which the marker of
humanity is one’s status as a successful breadwinner. In relation, in the United States suburban
living has represented achievement and middle-class comfort. Johnson’s brother, Anthony, tells
the interviewer, “It is definitely a tight-knit neighborhood. … Our grandmothers and greatgrandmothers bought these houses, 20, 30, 40 years ago, before we was all mainly born. We
went to the same school, played in the fire hydrant. Stuff like that. They’re still here and we’re
still here.” The shots in the film that disrupt this picture of Newark – a shuttered storefront,
plastic bags caught in the branches of trees, storage containers lining, presumably, the Port
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Newark Container Terminal – seem liminal and interrupting, to exist on the boundary of, and yet
to also enclose, what otherwise appears to be an intimate and, notedly, middle-class community.
In the interview with QNOHP, dorosh-walther states that the filmmakers “initially
wanted to make the city of Newark and the West Village of New York City also be additional
characters,” while trying to capture in Newark a sense of “beauty thriving in devastation.”
Discussing the project’s cinematographer, he asserts:
[Daniel Patterson] saw this little emblem in the cement that had the sun at this
perfect angle and I think that, you know, when you’re talking about, you know,
glorifying a devastated city that’s what you miss and I think when you just show
buildings with old boards on the windows it’s just, I don’t know, you just feel bad
for people. I didn’t shoot this so you’d feel bad for the women.
Similar to the attempts of Black Aesthetics, Black Arts and Black Studies to redefine the being
of Blackness in positive terms, the film appears to offer a vision of Newark that counters the
predominant rhetoric of inner-city ghettoes that have existed in the U.S. since at least the late
nineteenth century. Christina Hanhardt remarks that “racial segregation and economic
stratification have been charted as biological and cultural phenomena,” with neighborhoods
standing in as spatial expressions of residents’ “true nature.” (Hanhardt 2013, 12) Interestingly,
when the director was asked in a 2015 interview about their experience in Newark, doroshwalther replied that "Newark feels like a devastated town to me" and compared it to New
Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. Taken in conjunction, dorosh-walther’s statements acknowledge
the destruction and neglect of parts of Newark while implicitly displaying an understanding of
the importance of framing in relation to political and hegemonic outcomes and expectations.
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Nonetheless, while the grandmothers may have the middle-class markings of home
ownership, they distinctly lack the social mobility required in those aspirational goals – Anthony
Johnson’s statement that “they’re still here and we’re still here” – a statement typically
expressing rootedness in community, and of pride in the social stability associated with
homeownership – becomes complicated by the violence and, precisely, by the positioning of all
of Newark as the ghetto. Unlike the suburbs, where the ability to stay and raise generations is
considered laudable, the only aspirational goal often attributed with those living in the ghetto is
to leave; in fact, a prime characteristic of the ghetto itself, the etymology of which hails from the
walled-in complexes enclosing Jewish people in Europe in the thirteenth century, is inability to
escape; for example, the protagonists in novels such as Ann Petry’s The Street and Toni
Morrison’s Jazz bemoan the sense of being trapped in their low-income neighborhoods. The
film’s audio track indicates that the area of Newark in which the Seven reside could indeed be
classified as a Black ghetto, and that, entangled with the structural impositions placed upon many
Black communities, the markings of middle-class life on the streets of Newark do not add up to
actually being middle class, in which such status indicates stability and safety. In the next shot,
Anthony tells us that “It’s not a bad neighborhood … but it’s impoverished—you got drugs, you
got gangs, you got violence.” Patreese Johnson explains that this violence, which includes police
brutality – her and Anthony’s brother was killed by the police – is the reason why she always
carried the knife with her that was implicated in the stabbing of the assailant, Dwayne Buckle, in
Greenwich Village. The family’s limited social mobility is highlighted in a tragic twist when
Johnson’s mother, Dell, describes how her house was shot up and how it was “time … to
definitely leave this neighborhood.” Dell’s escape would come too late; displayed text informs us
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that “One month later, Anthony was shot and killed in front of Patreese's house. Patreese [still
incarcerated at the time] was not allowed to attend his funeral.”
Wynter asserts that a facet of the destruction of the Black Arts and Black Aesthetics
movements was the “incorporation of the Black middle and socially mobile lower-middle classes
into the horizons of expectation of the generic white middle classes … with the separation of
their integrationist goals from the still ongoing struggles of the Black lower and under classes”
(Wynter 2006, 109). As such, there is a sense that the Newark neighborhood that the seven reside
in,11 and its residents, has been left behind in the politics of multiculturalism, particularly given
the white flight that occurred in the city after the 1967 rebellion against police brutality 12, along
with the movement of middle-income Black families to the suburbs. And yet, while the film
counters the generic image of the ghetto, it re-raises the specter of “homophobia” within the
Black community, a long-standing assumption within mainstream politics that attempts, among
other things, to justify the antiblackness inherent in white homonormativity. Here, “homophobia”
is a ghostly presence that lingers in the ghetto despite – or perhaps as part of – the seeming
respectability of the Black residents portrayed. Thus, when Terrain Dandridge questions Hill’s
depiction of their neighborhood as the “hood,” Hill responds:
We ain’t from the hood? [asked incredulously] We from the hood. … You know
what I’m saying, we can’t go to downtown Newark with our dildos on, you know
what I’m sayin? And you see the print through our pants without somebody, like,

11

It should be noted, however, that while the film gives the impression that all seven live in the same tight-knit
community, it never clarifies this. Media coverage of the trial stated that Terrain Dandridge, in fact, lived in nearby
East Orange, New Jersey at the time of the altercation.
12
Black Newarkers rebelled after John Smith, an African-American taxi driver, was arrested and beaten by Newark
police on July 12, 1967. That year, rebellions occurred in 164 U.S. cities in response to racist discrimination, poverty
and police brutality. See Shellow, Robert: The Harvest of American Racism: The Political Meaning of Violence in the
Summer of 1967, 2018.
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“Oh, you seeing that, yo, you seeing that?” Or, “You effing dyke,” blah blah blah.
Being gay, actually, in none of our families is an issue, but in Newark, people
aren’t really cool with it.
Certainly, acts of homophobic violence have occurred in Newark – most notably, the murder of
Sakia Gunn in 2003 and the murder of Shani Baraka, daughter of Amiri and Amina Baraka, and
her partner, Rayshon Holmes, that same year. There has also been a vibrant community of Black
LGBTQ residents in Newark, whose cultural production helped fuel the more known Manhattan
ballroom scene and, most importantly to this project, have organized themselves in resistance
over many years to such issues as the AIDS crisis and anti-LGBTQ violence, and especially in
response to Gunn’s murder. This community is strangely absent in the film’s depiction of
Newark, leaving the viewer to surmise that the seven are (helpless) outliers in a virulently
homophobic community.13 The lack of any reference to the society-wide sexism and
homophobia induced and enforced by capitalist structures may suggest that these two ills are
primarily Black issues, augmented by the fact that the attacker in the Village was a Black man.
What could be perceived as a certain delicacy on the part of the filmmakers around Dwayne
Buckle’s race can both be justified, in relation to the persistent denigration of the Black
community as homophobic, and leaves the need for greater discussion. The viewer of the film
discovers that Buckle is Black when screenshots from his personal blog are displayed, exposing
his convictions that Black women have a duty to “propagate the race.”

13

Ironically, dorosh-walther states in the interview with QNOHP that “one thing I will say that I was really surprised
about – again, sounds stupid, I don’t know why I was surprised – but there’s a lot of lesbians in Newark. There are
a lot; like, you walk downtown Newark, I’m like, ‘This is more than the West Village.’ I mean it’s crazy.”
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The homophobia and sexism that is siphoned off into the streets of the Newark ghetto, in
which Hill cannot walk while wearing a dildo, is contrasted with Greenwich Village, which is
portrayed in visual images as a utopia for queer people. Unidentified scenes from Manhattan’s
annual pride parade mark a multicultural, multigenerational site of freedom and liberation. As
such, the Black Newark neighborhood where the Seven reside is framed as a scene of
backwardness in contrast to the “Liberal universalism” (Wynter 2006, 108) of the Village.
Indeed, Hill tells the interviewer:
You got old Chinese gay people, like… people I never thought would be gay.
Like, wow, like, I didn’t even know they had gayness out in like 1920. You got
people that’s like 80 years old that’s gay! You know, you go to New York, it’s
normal, like, nobody’s gonna look at you any different.
While anti-LGBTQ violence does occur less frequently in the Village, it continues to occur, most
recently in the murder of Mark Carson in 2013 and an altercation in 2016 in which a man yelled
racist and anti-gay slurs before shoving another man into the window of a restaurant. Yet in the
decision to portray Greenwich Village as a “gay friendly neighborhood,” as described on the
film’s website, and a space of escape, the film ignores the politics of gentrification that have
made it a site of heightened policing and particularly unsafe for queer people of color. What
Zachary Blair calls a “transient street culture” (291) of queer African American and Latinx
people in his depiction of Boystown, Chicago’s LGBT district, has existed in New York’s
Greenwich Village since before the time of the Stonewall Riots in 1969, when queer and trans
people, including many young people of color, rebelled against police repression at the
Stonewall Inn. Pushed out of the local bars due to a combination of poverty, racism, and age
restrictions, LGBTQ people of color had created a de facto outdoors cultural center along the
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nearby Chelsea Piers, where on any given night folks congregated from throughout the city and
neighboring New Jersey to vogue, hang out and generally enjoy themselves. Martin F.
Manalansan notes that a sense of ownership possessed by young queers of color in relation to the
piers has been lost as a result of increased police surveillance and restrictive measures, all in an
attempt to promote the area as one of exclusivity to real estate buyers. The politics of
gentrification in the trial of the Seven were highlighted by two organizations, INCITE! Women
of Color Against Violence and FIERCE!, who noted presiding Manhattan Supreme Court Justice
Edward J. McLaughlin’s stress that “this type of ‘incident’ creates an unsafe place for tourism”
(INCITE! 2008). The tourism that has fueled this gentrification and ensuing police repression has
resulted from the designation of the Village as a “gay enclave” – but one that is, assuredly, white
and middle- to upper-class. Hill’s comment, therefore, that “it’s normal, like, nobody’s gonna
look at you any different” might be revised to say that being queer in the Village is normative –
but only under strict class and racial distinctions. Cathy Cohen distinguishes exclusive gay
ghettoes from racialized urban ghettoes in that its residents’ “dealings with the state are often
chosen and from an empowered position” (Deviance 29) The control that Cohen speaks of
includes the struggle to gentrify areas like the Village in the name of racialized gay safety; for
example, in 2001 a struggle broke out between local gay residents and Christine Quinn, then the
first openly gay speaker of the New York City Council, after she did not act to deny a liquor
license to a local bar that served mainly gay Black and Latino men. Hanhardt argues that
Messy distinctions between crime and violence, safety and justice, underscore the flexibility of
concepts such as risk and their centrality to the politics of development. Here risk is
simultaneously the value of speculative capital (real estate) and the justification for crime
control. (223)
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As Hanhardt notes, the real risk of anti-gay violence becomes racialized to prevent certain queers
out of the Village while, in this case, negating the violence that occurs against them. FIERCE!, a
queer youth of color organizing center based in New York City, has over the years engaged in
anti-gentrification campaigns in the Village and nearby Chelsea piers. 14 But while the film
includes interviews with two FIERCE! organizers, the filmmakers either neglected to ask them
about the impact of gentrification in the Village or failed to include those comments in the film’s
final cut. While the film attempts to push back on the media portrayal of the Four as bridge and
tunnel outsiders, its depiction of the Village as a place “for all” is simply inaccurate and more so
through the politics of gentrification. In addition, without comment or clarification, the film’s
framing apparatus also marks Buckle, a Black man, as an invader into that safe haven – which is
precisely how bodies of color have been marked under the rubrics of homonormative
gentrification in the Village.
Bench Ansfield’s “Still Submerged: The Uninhabitability of Urban Redevelopment”
considers Wynter’s analysis of the spatial hierarchization of land in terms of “habitable” and
“uninhabitable” in relation to urban redevelopment campaigns. Ansfield asserts that the preColumbian designation of “habitable” and “inhabitable” geographies, as described by Sylvia
Wynter in “1492: A New World View,” can be traced to the continuing efforts to dispossess
Blacks from urban areas of “concentrated poverty,”15 which are associated with contamination
and uncleanliness. He takes as his case study post-Katrina New Orleans, which successfully rid
itself of its housing projects in the aftermath of the storm. Ansfield states that the impoverished

14

See Hanhardt for an overview of FIERCE!’s anti-gentrification campaigns; it should be noted that along with
being an exception among LGBTQ organizations in its defense of communities against gentrification, the grassroots
organization was also one of the few LGBTQ groups to take up the case of the New Jersey Four (See ““Re-Thinking
‘The Norm’”)
15
Ibid., 126.
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Black peoples of New Orleans were left with two options: either flight from their homes to
scattered locations throughout the country or remaining home in New Orleans to a purposely
diminished infrastructure that no longer (minimally) attended to their needs. He cites this
example as a prime indicator of the need to heed Wynter’s call for “more humanly workable
geographies.”16 I would like to extend Ansfield’s analysis to think of the ways in which the
posing of black communities as “homophobic” – and thus, uninhabitable in relation to liberal
notions of tolerance – lends itself to gentrification efforts and narratives of flight as primary
strategies of survival and resistance. In the case of the New Jersey Seven, this narrative ignores
the legacies of localized political organizing against to anti-blackness as well as anti-LGBTQ
bigotry in Newark, as evidenced in particular by the overwhelming response by black lesbians in
response to the murder of Sakia Gunn in 2003. I’m particularly interested in using Ansfield’s
analysis to think about the production of Greenwich Village (and other so-called “gay enclaves”)
as a simultaneous site of inclusion and displacement/dispossession. The series of events in which
the New Jersey Seven were attacked, then convicted and imprisoned, are read in Out in the Night
as incidents of dispossession or the failed promise of inclusion that then becomes all the more
lamentable. Ansfield states that in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the impoverished black
peoples of New Orleans were left with two options: either flight from their homes to scattered
locations throughout the country, or remaining home in New Orleans to a purposely diminished
infrastructure that no longer (minimally) attended to their needs. In the rhetorics of failed escape
in Out in the Night, we find a Newark that is somewhat economically impoverished but is, more
importantly, “impoverished” of queer capital.

16

Ibid., 138.
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In thinking through the displacement of Black queer youth from places like the Village, I
also would like to challenge the idea of the Black ghetto as an always already unsafe space. Out
in the Night attempts to challenge this view by nuancing it, showing the ways in which the
Seven, evicted from the Village, in essence, return home to the relative safety of their families
and community. However, without theorizing the Black ghetto as a safe space itself – and to do
so is to challenge the rubrics of “safety” in a neoliberal order in which there is increasingly less
economic, physical and mental security anywhere – what becomes lamentable is the inability to
escape the Black ghetto for the gay ghetto. What if we reconceptualized the Black ghetto as
another safe space that must be defended as much as the gay enclaves – as we simultaneously
critique gay enclaves as violently unsafe for queers of color?
Gender, Genre & Family
One notable aspect of the “gay ghettos,” from Chicago to the Village, is the conceptualization of
the space – and its real estate – as being dominated by men. The dichotomized spatialization of
Newark and the Village in the film, then, might intersect with the focus on a nuanced, but present
form of gender conformity and domesticity in relation to the gendered public (“male”) and
private (“female”) spheres. In the attempt to remove the seven from the negatively
hypermasculine box they were placed in by the media – a box that hails recurrent tropes about
the domineering, threateningly aggressive Black woman – the film nonetheless places them in
another box that, in order to garner sympathy, requires them to be legible as women in the
standard economies of gender. The film’s website states that Dandridge “is gender nonconforming and uses both male and female pronouns,” yet this distinction is nowhere in the film,
even as it highlights the sensationalization of the seven through an April 13, 2007 New York
Daily News headline: “'I'm a Man!' Lesbian Growled During Fight.” This erasure is especially
31

curious given that dorosh-walther also identifies as gender non-conforming and uses “male and
female pronouns,” according to the film’s website. This omission of Dandridge’s gender identity
may be put alongside the disregard of Dandridge’s story (as well as that of Venice Brown 17) in
favor of the stories of the femme-identified Patreese Johnson and the maternal Renata Hill.
While it may be argued that the filmmakers chose to focus on Hill and Johnson because they
received the lengthiest prison sentences (Hill was sentenced to eight years, Johnson to eleven),
the narrative also seems to want to speak back to the portrayal of the seven in the mainstream
media as aggressive predators who, in the words of Buckle, committed “a hate crime against a
straight man” (Doyle, “Hated”). However, the emphasis on the “shy and tender poet” Johnson
and on “gender non-conforming Renata Hill, a single mother with a soft heart,” as the two are
described on the website, makes the most sympathetic stories amongst the Seven, as narrated by
the film, those of a young femme woman incorrectly figured by the courts and media as
aggressively masculine, and a woman torn from her role as a mother by the dictates of the state.
Wynter remarks that
The term genre, meaning kind of human … stems from the same etymological roots as the word
gender. … Gender role allocations mapped onto the biologically determined anatomical
differences between male and female have been an indispensable function of the instituting of
our genres or sociogenic kinds of being human. (Wynter 2006, 114)
As such, the policing of gender roles, and their racially ascribed characteristics, is fundamental to
the attacks the seven faced, both in the street and in the courts, in that such attacks both are
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In her interview for the Queer Newark Oral History Project, however, Brown notes one reason she may be
featured less in the film was that she was living in North Carolina during the time the documentary was being
filmed and only visited Newark sporadically. Dorosh-walther apparently visited Brown in North Carolina and filmed
Brown’s baby shower, but, in relation to the film, Brown said “it has to make sense.”
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reflective of and facilitate the legitimation of the current genre of being. Had the film attempted
to address the ways the state and mainstream media manipulated the gender presentations of the
Seven in order to criminalize them, it might have been able to finesse the nuances of gender as
they are misrepresented on the generic map. These include the assumptions of violent Black
male masculinities and the ascription of those assumptions onto Black gender nonconforming
queers, tied into the imposition of gang charges against the seven – whereas “gang” has, for
decades, been discursively associated with Black and Latino male sociality – and the media
hypersensationalization of the seven as a “gang of angry lesbians.”
In her germinal essay “Deviance as Resistance,” Cathy Cohen argues for the uplifting of
the deviant practices committed as part of survival strategies in Black communities, rather than a
continued focus on practices of respectability:
It is these instances of deviant practice, resulting from the limited agency of those most marginal
in Black communities that are the heart of this work. … It just might be that after devoting so
much of our energy to the unfulfilled promise of access through respectability, a politics of
deviance, with a focus on the transformative potential found in deviant practice, might be a more
viable strategy for radically improving the lives and possibilities of those most vulnerable in
Black communities.” (30)
While I in no way mean to suggest that Hill and Johnson should exhibit some kind of deviance
beyond their very existence as queer Black women, I do question the choice to focus on what
may be the more normatively legible of the seven. This depiction did, perhaps, give the film a
more coherent storyline and plot for audiences at women’s festivals, such as the one that
provided my initial viewing. The omission of the gender identities of some of the seven in the
film was also not unique, as advocates and activists frequently described the Seven as “lesbians”
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(and I must admit that, early on in my activism and research on the seven, I made the same
mistake). While the recuperation of Black female sexuality has been an essential project over the
long duree of racial capitalism, I am arguing that we pay attention to the ways we are compelled
to repeat these efforts by normalizing what is/was previously marked as abject difference.
The elision of the gender nonconforming identities is coupled with a focus on the
domestic sphere in Out in the Night, reinforcing Hortense Spillers suggestion that “'gendering'
takes place within the confines of the domestic, an essential metaphor that then spreads its
tentacles for male and female subject over a wider ground of human and social purposes”
(Spillers 1987, 72). In the film, Hill concludes her remarks about the Newark “hood” with the
juxtaposition that “being gay, actually, in none of our families is an issue.” Thus, she contrasts
the “family,” a foundational gender-related construct in the current Western sociogenic order,
with the need to escape the homophobic strictures of the Black ghetto. Johnson’s Muslim sister,
Tanisha, tells the interviewer in the affirmative that “With her being gay, what I think, is
everybody should just mind their own business. And leave whoev[er]—if that’s what you choose
to do, that’s what you choose to do.” Dorosh-walther states that “I also thought it was very
important … to show that they didn’t come from homophobic families because that is so much
the narrative that black people are more homophobic that white people.” However, the sense that
the family doesn’t “care” that the seven are queer and/or gender non-conforming serves as an
aspirational reform for Western universalism at large, as evidenced by neoliberal campaigns for
“tolerance” as well as the notion of the Obama era as post-racial, in opposition to a recognition
of the mechanics of race and gender as they currently and continuously operate. Furthermore,
here the families are juxtaposed to the larger black community of Newark, which is indeed
marked as homophobic. This juxtaposition makes the families’ tolerance appear as exceptional.
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Cathy Cohen suggests that “if we take … the idea of the family, specifically the ideal of the
nuclear family, we find its continued prominence or at least one’s conformity to it, as a standard
in determining the distribution of political, economic, and social resources” (42). Thus, the
emphasis on family here appears as another attempt at recuperation and a lament that, despite a
coherent family structure, the benefits typically rewarded to the achievement of these structures
have not been granted.
Wynter cites the historical ideological rejection of the “We Shall Overcome” rhetoric in
favor of Black Power, and then the regression back to integrationist and multicultural aspirations.
I would suggest that the narrative arc of Out in the Night similarly enacts a narrative of
overcoming, one that can be seen along a “gay rights” trajectory that mirrors that of Black civil
rights – an initial movement calling for equality, then a movement towards radical queerness,
and finally a push for the homonormative through a focus on gay marriage and respectability.
The seven, initially set up as “good girls” who happen to be gay (and Black), endure an attack,
the trial and media spectacle, and imprisonment, and emerge… to seek out homonormative
families. In the penultimate scene, Hill discusses her post-incarceration girlfriend, Marilyn. She
states, “We’re building a family together, working on a home. And, one day, I’m gonna ask her
to marry me.” The scene cuts to text describing what has happened to the rest of the seven:
Venice and her partner Asia had a baby together. He just turned three.
Kimma and Terrain live in New Jersey.
The city of Newark just opened its first LGBTQ community center.
Reminiscent of the shift to the poststructural mode of multiculturalism in African American
studies, as described by Wynter, is the slide from radical, and antinormative, queer politics in the
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mid- to late twentieth century into the politics of homonormativity, which assert that gays who
exhibit proper and quiescent forms of sexuality should find inclusion in the tapestry of Western
sociality. Lisa Duggan describes the “new homonormativity” as
a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but
upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency
and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption. … This
address works to bring the desired public into political salience as a perceived mainstream.
(Duggan 2003, 50)
The film’s emphasis on marriage/family/reproduction occurs during the period when same-sex
marriage became the issue of the homonormative “gay agenda,” a “civil rights” struggle that
indicates nothing less than what Wynter calls the “primacy of the issue of the Rights of Man”
(113) under Liberal humanism. I want to stress that I am not arguing that building a family is not
a worthwhile or notable endeavor. However, I raise this to note that what is left out is the
Seven’s continued existence as Black, sexual and gendered “others,” even and perhaps especially
as a result of the neoliberal, homonormative inclusion of certain queers into models of
respectability. In a further update, a 2018 email from the makers of OITN states that while
Dandridge, the only one of the seven who survived the attack without a felony record, has
worked for the Transportation Security Administration for three years, the email asks for leads
for jobs for Hill and Johnson, who “despite their successes … still struggle with the weight of
having a violent felony. Stable and reliable work has been impossible to find, which leads to
difficulties in securing housing, college tuition and in general, a sustainable life full of
possibilities after incarceration.” (“Out in the Night: 12 Years Later”). Even Newark, however, is
incorporated into this recuperative gesture in the film, with the founding of a new LGBT center.
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It is a center that struggles to keep its doors open; when I visited the center in 2017 the sole
volunteer there was meeting with a real estate developer who was threatening to buy out the
entire block of the center’s downtown Newark location. Lastly, the aspirational goals embedded
in the “natural” sociogenic code transcend generations. Hill tells us, “Me and my son share a
bond that I didn’t have with my mom. Now I’m living for her. She messed up, but I’m correcting
it with my own life, and for my son.”
Conclusion
Western thought (and therefore the cultural framework of this thought) needs to be exoticized,
that is, viewed “from another landscape” by its Western, and indeed in our case, Westernized,
bearer subjects.
– Sylvia Wynter (2006, 111)
As my tears drop, each one full of hope and wishes, I close my eyes, and I hear these women cry.
So locked in the system …
– Patreese Johnson (Out in the Night)
I knew details about their case on that night in 2014, but I was completely unprepared for
the emotional impact the film would have on me. Perhaps I should have known better – I arrived
to the event as a queer femme woman of color, someone who protested and reported on the case
in the years between the attack, legal trial and subsequent appeals, a daughter who supported my
mother while she was incarcerated for “criminal” survival strategies throughout my
undergraduate career, and having just undergone a transition from “professional activist” to
academic (and finding it nearly impossible, at that time, to integrate the two). The depiction of
the Seven’s experiences on the streets and in the prison was bound to have an effect on me.
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Perhaps then it is of no surprise that two-thirds of the way through the film I started tuning out
and shutting down. At the end, I walked out of the venue and stood, sobbing, on the sidewalk in
front of the recreation center.
While my own experiences speaks to my own proximity to carcerality – a proximity
shared by many in diasporic Black communities – it can also be understood as a common-sense
reaction, which in Kara Keeling’s usage of the term
refers simultaneously to a shared set of motor contrivances that affect subjective perception and
to a collective set of memory images that includes experiences, knowledges, traditions, and so on
and that are available to memory during perception. … Common-sense memory-images may
enable … an alternate perception. But, more often, common-sense memory-images provide, in
the form of clichés, a way of continuing present movements. (Keeling 14)
This dissertation means in no way to diminish the voices and experiences of the Seven
themselves, as told to the filmmaker in Out in the Night. While I am concerned with the
problems of representation related to the editing of the film, I also do not want to suggest that the
narratives presented on screen are not the ones that were offered to the filmmaker by the seven
themselves, particularly in relation to the narratives of family. I am not attempting to privilege an
ideology of radical queerness, to suggest that the Seven should have performed some kind of
non-normativity, especially given that calls to do so can be seen as the other side of a limited
white critique of family that often ignores the complexities of queerness, relationship, support
and survival in communities of color. In arguing for “an understanding of queerness as
collectivity,” José Muñoz states that what he calls the “antirelational thesis”
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moves to imagine an escape of denouncement of rationality as first and foremost a distancing of
queerness from what some theorists seem to think of as the contamination of race, gender, or
other particularities that taint the purity of sexuality as a singular trope of difference. In other
words, antirelational approaches to queer theory are romance of the negative, wishful thinking,
and investments in deferring various dreams of difference. (11)
Responding directly to Lee Edelman’s assertion that the future is relegated to children, and not
queers, and that therefore queers should resist the notion of posterity altogether and focus on the
now, Muñoz argues for queerness as futurity and hope. As such, Hill’s statement, regarding her
mother, that “She messed up, but I’m correcting it with my own life, and for my son” can indeed
be read as a queer statement, if we understand queerness from a queer of color standpoint.
I would like to suggest that, as Black queer women and gender nonconforming people,
the Seven negotiate amongst the various narratives that are offered them by their existence under
neoliberal capitalism. As such, we might consider Muñoz’s concept of disidentification, in which
queers of color “negotiate between a fixed identity disposition and the socially encoded roles that
are available for such subjects” (6). Moreover, we would be remiss to deny the ways that
respectability politics have been able to positively impact the lives of some Black people in the
U.S. What I am arguing for is ways for us to sustain the tension between the radical nonnarrativity of the Seven – the ways their very existence as Black queer beings makes it
impossible to “revalorize oneself in terms of one’s racial blackness and therefore of one’s
biological characteristics.” (Wynter, 117) – and the (edited) sometimes very normative selfnarration of the Seven and some of their family members. In this, I support Keeling’s advocacy
for challenging “demands for ‘positive,’ ‘negative,’ or ‘accurate’ representations … that assume
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the coherence of an indexical relationship between image and ‘reality’ that has never cohered for
blacks and other groups who consistently have claimed to be misrepresented” (5).
Given the long-standing problem of representation, and the outright demonization of this
specific group of people, the affective significance of a film that is specifically celebrated by
those portrayed on the grounds that the filmmakers accurately represented their lives is, in part,
that it provides a form of relief. Yet the advantage of challenging the push for value-driven
representation is that, in doing so, we challenge the notion of “the human … as a ‘mere
mechanism’ … whose members are all ostensibly naturally dysselected by Evolution until
proven otherwise by his/her or that of his/her population group’s success in the bourgeois order
of being and of things.” (Wynter 120) To do so, we must challenge the very notion of empathy
itself, which is a driving force of liberal modes of understanding, knowledge and impulsion. We
must recognize the connection between emotional response and the prior institution of the human
– Wynter quotes Wlad Godzich, who attributes misrecognition to the ‘imperviousness of our
present disciplines, to phenomena that fall outside their predefined scope’ [and] to ‘our
reluctance to see a relationship so global in reach—between the epistemology of knowledge and
the liberation of people’”—by asking: Why are our feelings tied to this story as narrativized in
the film? What else would work? It may be that the disavowal of empathy can lead us to the
constitution of different genres of being.
I also in no way mean to diminish the importance of this film, which has provided a
heuristic for the carceral imbrications of race, gender, and sexuality in both national and
international venues. My own reaction to my initial viewing of the film speaks to the effective
and affective register of the film’s narrative techniques. In many ways, dorosh-walther was
successful in relation to the goals of the project:
40

I wanted to make sure we made a film about incarceration that wasn’t saying “Oh,
this case is isolated” and, you know, poor “this group” and then just at the end
stick some stats; I just – I really wanted to make sure we talked about the
complexities, both their intersecting identities and also all these intersecting
issues. So that part was why it took so long to edit … because I really want to
make sure we tried to touch on each of these.
However, Out in the Night also provides a heuristic for struggling with the limits of activism and
scholarship that continually appeals to the affective, when the only framework available for
eliciting grievability and indignation is through the current genre of Man. My reading is being
done in the service of my ongoing concerns with the way we as activists and scholars do our
work of combatting the myriad articulations of racial capitalism.
At least some of the film’s negligencies can be understood as the result of the limitations
of the film genre, in which time constraints partly dictate the story that will be told. For a film to
register as legible and marketable, that truncated story must be compelling and quickly
comprehensible to the spectator, and must appeal to a broad audience. The subgenre of
documentary film, when it is concerned with advocacy, shares these concerns with the larger
filmic genre. A reviewer of the documentary on the website AfterEllen, for instance, affirms that
“the power of documentary film is that it transforms statistics into stories and nameless, faceless,
others into breathing, bleeding human beings. No evidence is more compelling than witnessing
the lived experiences of others and seeing, for your own eyes, as injustices unfold.” This strategy
has spelled success for the film, which won more than a dozen festival jury and audience awards;
was called one of best 10 LGBT documentaries by the Advocate and called one of 14 top
feminist films of 2014 by “Canada’s oldest literary journal by and about women” (“About”); and
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has screened on college campuses and at film festivals around the world, sometimes providing a
platform for members of the Seven to speak themselves and opening other avenues of
communication for them.
Kara Keeling writes that
The realm of visibility—what can be retained from each image’s appearance to an
eye—is conditioned in advance by common sense. For filmmakers involved in
aesthetic projects having to do with representing identities that have been
negatively or un-represented, this means that merely placing in front of a camera
an image presumed to be identical with the category needing to be represented is
not enough to challenge the forces that deny that category representation. The
filmmaker also must interrogate the very constitution of that image of
representative. (18; emphasis mine)
And yet if, as Keeling argues, cinema itself is a “privileged participant” in the production
of common sense, then the problems of the filmic in conveying depth and comprehensiveness
mirror the urgencies of activism in responding to individual instances of repression. Responses to
police brutality and murder, and unjust incarceration, for example, are often only legible in terms
of “innocence,” or in terms of the current or potential humanity of the victim(s) and their
distance from criminality – therefore, a person murdered by the cops is augmented as a loving
father, a college student, a good person. But what happens – what avenues to any justice at all
are available – when a person cannot be pegged into a “model citizen” role, or when the
constraints of storytelling/narrative time create the possibility for only one type of subject? In the
genre of Man, innocence exists as a function of human rationality – one achieves innocence via
faculties of reason, which prevent them from certain behaviors, or (sometimes) by ignorance,
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which allows individuals a pass due to their inability to use reason without the proper
information. Yet Denise Ferreira da Silva argues that the “self-contained and coherent image of
the Subject” itself “lives off the translation of … the colonial architectures … into the mental
(moral and intellectual) deficiencies (natural lack) signified by the Category of Blackness every
time it is articulated to justify otherwise untenable deployments of racial violence. (94) The film
rightfully challenges the purported “innocence” of the state by exposing its violence and
perpetuation of racist discourse, augmented by the mainstream media. Yet we find problems
when it attempts to do the reverse – to challenge the purported “violence” of the Seven by
exposing their innocence. The effort to contain the narrative of the seven beyond the depiction of
them as wild and out of control leaves little space for epistemic unruliness. This is not, of course,
to say that they are not innocent. Nonetheless, if we understand the issue, in Wynter’s words, of
“being now compelled … to create now our own Word, by separating discursively as well as
institutionally, the notion of the human from the notion of Man” (161), I suggest that we need to
reconceptualize the notion of innocence as one firmly situated in the genre of Man, and essential
to its upholding. Carceral logics hinge on attempts to identify and isolate individuals based on
notions of innocence and guilt. Fred Moten asserts that each moment of valuation is at the same
time a moment of degradation. As such, innocence becomes self-defeating in relation to projects
of abolition, not only because of the constant need for Black people to legitimize themselves
against a rubric that is defined by opposition to their very being, but because to claim innocence
only creates more legitimacy for those structures of valuation.
Instead of arguing for the “innocence” of this or that individual, how do we challenge the
very notion of criminality – and who gets to determine what is criminal, particularly when the
carceral is an attempt to contain acts of resistance and rebellion? Moreover, how do we heal
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communities steeped in an imposed shame? In Out in the Night, the seven are called on to
explain why eyewitnesses and police reports describe the seven as gleeful after the incident – as
if having pride and joy at coming out on the winning side of defending one’s life suggests
criminality. Innocence, and the desired sympathy it elicits, requires a certain deference, a certain
shame.18 At the same time, the debate on whether violence needs to be negated in relation to the
pursuit of social justice and/or self-defense can be traced at least to the dichotomization of
Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. Referencing Richard Wright’s Native Son and the
defense of the Rutgers women’s basketball team after radio jock Don Imus hailed them as
“nappy-headed hos,” Terrion L. Williamson asserts that
To buy into the logic of, in Wright’s case, the violent Black buck or … the nappy-headed ho (and
here “buying into” takes the form of strident and unequivocal disavowal) without considering the
relationship between those logics and those bodies who bear them is to risk aligning with the
forces that would deny the fervor of Black life, who would suggest that in order to become life at
all it must become something other than Black. (Williamson 2017, 117)
Expedient framings such as these help to garner sympathy and attention, but do they in
some way hinder larger projects of prison abolition, of ending the militarization of our
communities, or of challenging racial capitalism as a whole? In Marxism and Literature,
Raymond Williams denotes “structures of feeling” which change across generations, described
as “a specific structure of particular linkages, particular emphases and suppressions, and, in what
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It appears clear to me that the director was playing devil’s advocate in questioning the Four as to their
“innocence” in relation to expressions of relief and joy during the incident. In the interview with QNHOP, doroshwalther states:
When we finally did meet [dorosh-walther and the New Jersey Seven] I told them, you know,
that I had been involved for two years and why I was so interested in it and one reason is also
that, you know, if it would’ve been … a group of me and my white friends, you know, this never
would have happened. We sure as hell wouldn’t have been called a gang.
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are often its most recognizable forms, particular deep starting-points and conclusions” (Williams
1977, 134). It is my hope that a new structure of feeling is being manifested through, for starters,
the work of scholars and activists contesting innocence as a strategy for challenging the prison
industrial complex.19 I also fervently hope that we can begin to challenge the “innocence” of
humanity and human rights, accepting Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s challenge to “diminish and
remedy harm as against finding better forms of punishment” (236).
Can we envision Larry Neal’s “cultural revolution in art and ideas” to conclude a
“Western aesthetic,” as quoted by Wynter and as it coincides with her charge to press for a
reterritorialization of human life in the form of “a whole new system of ideas” (Wynter 2006,
107)? Or do we exotify Western thought, as proposed by Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka and cited by
Wynter, and find a way to wage our struggles within it? The “vibratory shock” of the Black Arts
Movement and twenty-first century black aesthetics can only be appreciated when we break out
of a linear sense of black aesthetics and imagine it as a space in which, as Martha Buskirk
explains, there is a “possibility of skipping backward or forward in the succession of rooms or
chapters [that] yield a different message, that message being the simultaneous availability of all
periods and styles.” (Black Post-Blackness 1) It is this proliferation of styles – which include the
varying ways queers of color both respond to carcerality and go about living their lives – which I
am arguing for as a vital part of the project for liberation. In the context of the poem read by
Johnson at the end of the film, the women are locked into the system of prison; yet the work of
freeing them must, as Wynter declares, involve freeing ourselves from the system of Man.
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See, for example, “The Worrying State of the Anti-Prison Movement | Social Justice,”
http://www.socialjusticejournal.org/the-worrying-state-of-the-anti-prison-movement/ and Wang, Jackie, “Against
Innocence,” http://www.liesjournal.net/volume1-10-againstinnocence.html.
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A promotional poster for the film features the tagline, “A lifetime demanding selfdefense. One night they fought back.” It hangs on the wall of my living room, and I continue to
be struck by this depiction of the lives of these Black people that seems to be boiled down to a
“demand” for some elusive right to self-defense, and a singular incident of resistance. Wynter
writes that “Liberal humanism is itself based on the primacy of the issue of the Rights of Man as
the defining premise that underlies both our present order of knowledge and its correlated
mainstream aesthetics” (Wynter 2006, 112). I wonder, must advocacy projects always pander to
mainstream aesthetics and the “primacy of the issue of the Rights of Man”? But in thinking
through the “lifetime demanding self-defense” we may be reminded that, in the scopic view of
Western universalism, the defense of the ontological category of Man takes absolute primacy
and is, through the constant scripting of advocacy efforts in terms of “rights,” what becomes
enacted. Rights for Black subjects, always already written out of the category of Man, cannot
take precedence under this framework. I also wonder about the ways that “self-defense,” in this
instance, relates to a defensive position in relation to the self-alienation of Black and queer
people. In what ways can we take the offensive against the territory of the sociogenic code?
It must be said that in my analysis of Out in the Night, I am not invested or interested in
denying the ways the New Jersey Seven make meaning of their experiences and lives. I am not
suggesting that the words they spoke on film are untrue, that the depictions of Newark and
Greenwich Village are of other locations or sites. It should also be noted that, by all accounts, the
Seven were incredibly pleased with the final project and have toured with the film, and I hope
that I have conveyed my appreciation of the seven's story, as told in the film, while also
preserving the critique. I am concerned with the portrayal of these spaces and lives as part of the
discursive production of the case as a whole because of the stakes of our continual (re)production
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of a certain type of advocacy. If the case was initially framed by an onslaught of media hype that
sensationalized the seven, there is also a sensationalization of the “normal” nature of the seven
which affirms the structures of being under which they must survive. Yet what is the impact of
representational strategies that perform a refusal of refusal – that is, that seek to only portray
subjects as performing within the realm of the recognizable? In Out in the Night, which never
reveals or explores the labeling of the Seven as “women” and as “lesbians,” even as two of the
Seven disidentified with such terms, the film confirms the racist logic of the sensational press
while simultaneously diminishing the quotidian acts of refusal performed through non-normative
gender presentations and identities (as issues of bodily sovereignty).
How can we, as people concerned with the lives of Black people, queer people, trans and
gender non-conforming people, get away from representational strategies that leave us firmly
participating in the “territory” of Western universalism, which assumes aspirational goals for
Blacks and queers that fit into a hegemonic understanding of “humanity” and “civilization,” even
as we are written out of those rubrics at the level of definition? And if, as Wynter suggests, the
actual problem is the overdetermination of a type of humanity as natural and given, what does it
mean for us to continually assert that we belong in its fold? Can we take the bold and brave step,
in our own liberatory work, of doing the same, as part of Wynter’s “Human Project ... one,
necessarily based on the recognition … of our collective agency and authorship of our genres of
being human, ... as well as of the order of knowledge, or truth, and of the aesthetic” (Wynter
2006, 163)?
If Wynter calls for a return to, re-examination and reclamation of Black Arts and Black
Studies, I wonder if we should see Out in the Night in a similar vein – a film whose tremendous
impact can be attributed in part to the very need to see a portrayal of the lives of Black queer
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women as something other than criminal and subhuman. Cynthia Fuchs’ review of the film,
entitled “Visibility as Survival Strategy,” asserts that “Out in the Night also argues for visibility,
for being out, for claiming an identity and especially, the right to have that identity. If the court
case in 2007 denied the right of self-defense to LGBT people of color, exposing that wrong,
outing it, is and will be the most effective way to fight back.” The call for visibility is a call for
“rights” that are assumed under a liberal framework, but empirically proven to be largely
unafforded to black people. Can the genre of films like Out in the Night, as a particular activist
tool, be seen as a “first stage, however then incomplete, of our coming to grips with the real
issue”? And how do we move past the initial stage to one in which demands are made under an
illegible framework?
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Chapter 2: The New Jersey Seven/Four
Abstract: Chapter 1 critiqued an approach to activism – by way of the documentary film Out in
the Night as example – that elides the structural positioning of people on a hierarchy in relation
to race, sex and gender. In this chapter I explore the continuities and disjunctures between the
figuring of black women’s sociality between the Progressive Era, when the migration of black
women to urban centers provoked an increased concern about their gender roles, and the
current era, as exemplified by the case of the New Jersey Four. I argue that a shift in anxieties
regarding place – that is, from the domestic sphere to the public – is revealed by the 1990s
rhetoricized threat of the “girl gang” – a threat resuscitated in the case of the Four.

Clearly, harsh public punishment of a few “fallen” girls and women as witches and whores has
always been integral to enforcement of the boundaries of the “good” girl’s and women’s place
in patriarchal society. Anyone seriously interested in examining women’s crime or the
subjugation of women, then, must carefully consider the role of the contemporary criminal
justice system in the maintenance of modern patriarchy.
-Meda Chesney-Lind (4)

“These young ladies defended themselves. They fought back.
They didn’t acquiesce, they didn’t cower. If that’s a crime, then they’re guilty.”
-Michael Mays, a defense lawyer for the New Jersey Seven (Hartocollis, “4 Women in
Assault”; emphasis mine)
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On August 18, 2006, Venice Brown, Khamysha Coates, Terrain Dandridge, Lania
Daniels, Renata Hill, Patreese Johnson, and Chenese Loyal – seven African-American lesbians
and gender nonconforming people all ranging in age from 18 to 31, traveled from Newark, New
Jersey together for an evening out in New York’s Greenwich Village, an area that had served for
decades as a haven for LGBTQ youth of color but had come under the gaze of real estate
developers interested in reclaiming the area for wealthy tenants. As they walked past the IFC
Center movie theater, an African-American vendor selling DVDs on the street attempted to flirt
with one of them. When she rejected his advances, telling him that they were all lesbians, the
man began spewing anti-queer language, threatened to rape them, and then physically attacked
them. Video surveillance from the entryway of the IFC shows Buckle ripping several dreadlocks
from the head of one of the women, then straddling and attempting to choke another. By the end
of the four-minute encounter, during which several passersby joined in to defend the seven, the
attacker, Dwayne Buckle, had suffered a small stab wound. Police arrived, and the seven friends
were arrested, imposed with a $50,000 cash bail, and charged with attempted assault, first-degree
gang assault and attempted murder. While Coates, Daniels, and Loyal agreed to six-month plea
bargains, the remaining four – Brown, Dandridge, Hill and Johnson – maintained their innocence
and their right to defend themselves. After standing trial before an all-white jury of ten women
and two men, they were convicted and given prison sentences ranging from three-and-a-half to
eleven years.
Beginning the following day and continuing for a total of two years in connection with
the subsequent trial, journalists, activists, and other media workers constructed their version of
the “New Jersey Seven”, then the “New Jersey Four,” monikers given by activists involved in
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the struggle to free the friends from prison and overturn their convictions. They would come to
be spectacularized in mainstream media reports as a “gang of angry lesbians” (Martinez, “‘I’m a
Man!’”) and a “lesbian wolf pack” (Martinez, “Lesbian”) out to brutalize an innocent man, who
was at times framed as an independent entrepreneur and filmmaker – and as a paragon of the
politics of black respectability. The case of the New Jersey Seven/Four notably stages the
imbrications and interactions between and among gender, race and sexuality as they circulate in
media and law. We can speak of intersectionality in its most famous iteration, when Kimberle
Crenshaw described the ways the judicial system failed Black women because the laws could not
accommodate the multiple vectors of oppression the women faced. However, I am curious about
the malleability of race and gender in the courts, how Buckle’s “manhood” is reaffirmed by the
courts in relation to the Black women who are accused of attacking him. How is it that the
“violent predator” status of Black men is overwritten in a case that so clearly was an act of selfdefense? A Black man brought into the fold, as it were, of the built-in/expected rape
culture/harassment against women – something typically reserved for white men – with Buckle’s
self-righteousness given a knowing chuckle.
In this chapter, I explore how the figuring of black women’s sociality helps us apprehend
the arrest, media coverage and trial. Hortense Spillers argues that gendering occurs in the realm
of the domestic, via the power associated with the surname passed down through the line of the
father. As such, she suggests that a “patriarchilized female gender … from one point of view, is
the only female gender there is” (73) and family as the “mythically revered privilege of a free
and freed community” (74). In “Uplift and Criminality,” Fred Moten notes that women’s
sexuality was criminalized by DuBois and others in the Progressive Era as a “transgression of
domestic respectability,” (333) but with the exception of sex work – which I would further
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suggest places an undue emphasis on the individualized labor of black women as an antisocial
configuration via the logics of capitalism – fears of criminal black sociality outside of the home
seemed primarily focused on male sociality.20 The case of the New Jersey Four, however,
reflects a gendered shift in concerns about black sociality, which include increased anxieties
regarding women’s sociality that occurs on the streets – an apprehension about black women’s
social participation in a generalized public sphere in relation to the destabilization of black
gender and sexual roles.
Beginning with an examination of DuBois’s The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study for
the ways black male sociality was conceptualized as a criminal threat, this chapter attends to
gender’s import to the figuring of black sociality, which tethers Progressive Era concerns to
contemporary discourse surrounding the New Jersey Four. I focus on the Progressive Era
because of that era’s newfound concern with sociality and criminality in urban settings, in the
face of waves of migration from the rural South. These concerns were expressed with an
extensive and concentrated focus on the morality of the Black women arriving to the cities,
including New York and Newark. I would like to suggest that the figuration of the black girl
gang, begun in the 1990s and recalled in the case of the New Jersey Four, is an update of the
panics around black women’s sexuality and sociality raised in the Progressive Era. I turn to
media coverage and court documentation of the New Jersey Four case to explore the contours
and construction of social (sexual) panic, focusing on the corrupting potential of black women’s
sociality on the streets. Lastly, I speculate on the ways the case of New Jersey Four highlight
how gender politics and racial politics produces disjunctures in representation, policing and
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In critical literature on the Progressive Era, black women’s sociality is often figured through participation in
cultural performance, women’s civic organizations and the church, all of which helped to produce knowledge
about “deviant” black women’s sexuality. See Carby and Higginbotham.
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respectability. In alignment with Roderick Ferguson’s analysis that “the overarching question of
the epistemic dispersions of racialized sexuality has significance for how we might understand
sexuality as a mode of racialized governmentality and power” (89), I conclude by briefly
sketching out how the discursive production of black sexuality (and concomitantly, the figuring
of black sociality) responds to the political imperatives of a given era.
Gendered Criminality and Sociality in the Progressive Era
While carcerality in the U.S., in the form of incarceration, has until the most recent
decade disproportionately targeted men, black women have been historically been criminalized
in relation to their perceived and actual sexual agencies and identities. Kevin Mumford, for
instance, notes that the emergence of the sexually liberated, white “New Woman” in the 1920s
was facilitated in part by the “realignment of female sexual impropriety with blackness” through
the visible and disproportionate imprisonment of Black women “prostitutes.” (112) Hazel Carby
famously analyzed the rise of a “moral panic” in the Progressive-Era United States centered on
the sexually degenerate black female migrant, and attempts by black women’s civic
organizations to combat this problem by engaging in “the need to police and discipline the
behavior of black women in cities” (741).
DuBois’ The Philadelphia Negro, published in 1899, provides insights for understanding
how black criminality was organized into separate spheres according to gender during the
Progressive Era. In his production of one of the first sociological studies of a racialized
community, which he segmented into distinct economic, moral and behavioral classes, DuBois
presents a picture of sociality and criminality that is also profoundly marked by gender
differentiation. Criminality is attributed to lazy, idle and indifferent young Negro men; DuBois
alerts his readers that “the mass of criminals are, it is easy to see, young single men under thirty”
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(252) and also that “young men are the perpetrators of the serious crime among Negroes” (259).
Sometimes veering into teleology, DuBois’s Philadelphia Negro creates a world of rubrics,
constructing black life through a statistical grammar and providing rationales to explain the
numbers he generates. As cited by Moten, DuBois states in the initial paragraph of his chapter
entitled “The Negro Criminal” that “crime is a phenomenon of organized social life, and is the
open rebellion of an individual against his social environment” (235). Here crime is both the
expression of a rebellion against and an inherent part of the social. In DuBois’s sentence,
“social” splits “organized life” and modifies “environment”; the double use of the word portends
how organization becomes an important mechanism for his thinking about black life and black
sociality.
Gender plays a pivotal part in how the social should be organized spatially in DuBois’
normative schema. Throughout The Philadelphia Negro DuBois focuses on the domestic sphere
of the home as a prominent site of the disorganization of black social life and of resulting
criminality. DuBois notes, for instance, that, “the result of [the] large number of homes without
husbands is … on account of their poor home life to increase crime. Here is a wide field for
social regeneration” (68). His argument constructs a view of the problems of the Negro male as
the result of the problems of black women’s inability to contain themselves and, relatedly,
manage their homes. DuBois notes the presence of an “unusual excess of females” no less than
fourteen times throughout the text, the “social results” of which include “lax morality” (70) and
“an unhealthy tone in much of the social intercourse among the middle class of the Negro
population” (55). DuBois’ frequent recourses to this excess, which is presumably unusual in
comparison to normative white society, figure black women in several ways: as irrelevant
outside of marriage, as visibly poor (as they are also visibly laborers), and as possible cause for
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immorality, under the logic of heternormative masculinism, as the ever-possible unmarried
“seductress.” The excessive presence of black women becomes a kind of criminal environment,
which contains the possibility of prohibiting or diminishing the black middle class from
maintaining, or perhaps attaining, Victorian gender norms. Further, DuBois notes that “lax moral
habits of the slave régime still show themselves in a large amount of cohabitation without
marriage” (67). Thus, we can see that while the very excess of women’s bodies create the
conditions for criminality, those conditions are still spatialized within the domestic, an integral
site in DuBois’ building blocks of society. When women are out of place (unmarried laborers,
licit or illicit) they are not only excessive but threaten the “place” of all others in the society.
Their presence, combined with the difficulty of black males in attaining employment and thus
marrying at an early age, leads to a moral cum economic problem for DuBois, in which
cohabitation out of wedlock coincides with an emasculated dependence of men on women.
Although DuBois’s study focuses exclusively on black communities in Philadelphia, he
curiously specifies, without going into further detail, that the social phenomenon of excessive
numbers of women “is true of all Negro urban populations” (53), which seems to indicate the
ideological underpinnings of his “observations.”
With respect to black women’s criminality, DuBois notes that most of the arrests of black
women in Philadelphia are the result of petty crimes (theft and minor squabbles), exclusively
committed by black women sex workers. Of the few women “criminals,” DuBois remarks, “they
are generally prostitutes from the worst slums” (255). His assertion that “Actual prostitution for
gain is not as widespread as would at first thought seem natural,” (192) while seemingly
attempting to absolve the majority of black women of the practice, nonetheless places the
concept within the realm of urban black women’s nature at first thought, indicating common
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sense assumptions about black women’s sexuality and its deployment. However, even as he
makes this palliative affirmation, he connects all black women to sex workers through their
economic support of black men. DuBois writes:
The system of supporting men is one common among the prostitutes of all countries, and
widespread among the Negro women of the town. ... The majority of the well-dressed loafers …
are supported by prostitutes and political largesse. … They are absolutely without home life, and
form the most dangerous class in the community. (193)
Here, the problem of black male unemployment and idleness is augmented by the financial
support of black women, who financially empower them to escape the domestic and join the
ranks of the criminal “class.” The last chapter in DuBois’s text makes recommendations on how
to address the “problem” of disorganized black sociality, asserting that “Efforts to stop this crime
must commence in the Negro homes; they must cease to be, as they often are, breeders of
idleness and extravagance and complaint” (390, emphasis mine).
The types of violence DuBois warns against are echoed in some of the Progressive Era’s
literary publications, with Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem as an exemplary representation.
McKay’s stakes in Home to Harlem are markedly different from DuBois’ – rather than DuBois’s
cataloguing of the “problem” of black sociality, McKay, according to Shane Vogel, wanted to
paint a picture of Harlem that embraced that sociality “toward a greater horizon of racial and
sexual becoming” (137). McKay’s posture toward sociality disarticulates DuBois’s criminalizing
formulation, according to Vogel, in that it seeks the potentiality within black social (and
sometimes criminal) interactions. Yet DuBois’s concerns with the black man who lives off the
earnings of black women is also present in Home to Harlem in the trope of the “yaller men,” who
survive by moving from woman to woman, allowing each woman to care for them. While these
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men survive financially through romantic relationships, their agency is stifled by what is posed
as excessively domineering women, as in the case of Zeddy, whose “woman,” Gin-Head Susy,
prevents him from leaving Brooklyn to return “home” to Harlem‘s nightlife. Of significance is
Jake’s reaction to Rose, a woman with whom he had a brief live-in relationship. As their
conversation bears out, Jake refuses to inhabit the moral identity of a yaller man – “I’ve never
been a sweetman yet. Never lived off no womens and never will. I always works.” (40) Yet
danger lies in Rose’s desire for Jake to exhibit his masculinity over her “in the usual sweet way,
to be brutal and beat her up a little, and take away her money from her” (113). The narrator states
that Jake, who finally leaves rather than succumb to Rose’s manipulations, “had concluded that a
woman could always go farther than a man in coarseness, depravity, and sheer cupidity. Men
were ugly and brutal. But beside women there were merely vicious children” (69). Reminiscent
of DuBois then, black men’s violence — brutal yet somehow naïve – is structured by their
relationship to black women, whose projected tendencies as controlling, obscene and excessive
are, perhaps most importantly, operative within romantic relationships within the construct of the
black home. The figuring of black criminality, as it occurs in Philadelphia Negro and Home to
Harlem, consistently refracts anxieties about black gender and sexual norms, as such norms
come to organize black life (sexual, economic, and social) and black geographies (home, the
street, the work site). Similar concerns would famously be reproduced in The Negro Family: The
Case For National Action, the 1965 report produced by sociologist Daniel Patrick Moynihan in
his role as Assistant Secretary of Labor (U.S. Dept. of Labor). Hortense Spillers details
Moynihan’s designation of Black women as the source of the problems in the Black community
– namely, that the Negro community’s matriarchal structure, incongruent with “American”
patriarchal society, prevented its members from progressing. In 2013, the Washington Post
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would publish an article with the headline “Was the Moynihan Report right?” Describing new
research conducted by the Urban Institute, a "nonprofit research organization," the Post article
states that
The new report, “The Moynihan Report Revisited,” outlines some of the very
same challenges to the well-being of black families chronicled back then,
including … high rates of nonmarital births and children raised in households
headed by single women; and social welfare policies that undermine the role of
black men. (Valbrun)
Rather than address the ways the state fails to provide support to single mothers – indeed, such
services and policies are designated as a detriment to black masculinity – the article locates the
excessive numbers of black children raised by single black women as the principal challenge to
black poverty, crime and inequality21. The black woman continues to hold the keys to black
advancement, and whether or not that advancement occurs is directly related to the black
woman’s ability to maintain and sustain a heteronormative nuclear home.
The discursive positioning of black women’s sexuality by these Black male critics is both
informed by hegemonic understandings of Black sexuality, in which the enslaved body presents
“the source of an irresistible, destructive sensuality” (Spillers 67) and helps confirm such
understandings in relation to Black women’s bodies in particular. The idea that Black women
are, essentially, the downfall of Black men allowed Dwayne Buckle to be made legible as an
innocent victim to a set of bloodthirsty, emasculating women; it also allowed the courts to
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Incidentally, one reason so many black mothers are single is related to the incarceration of Black people. Directly
blaming the prison industrial complex for the impoverization of these children, Hernández, Muhammad and
Thomson noted in 2015 that “3 million children have at least one parent in confinement in either a correctional
facility of a detention center.” (19)
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sympathize with, comprehend and ultimately affirm an “innocence” that is typically denied
Black men.
The New Jersey Four and new-era panics

While black women have consistently been figured as excessive in their sexuality, it has
historically been black men who have been marked as violent subjects. White anxieties
articulated with certain strains of black thought over the matter of crime in at least two ways:
one, a liberal concern with the black community expressed the problem of the black female as
outside of the norms of American domesticity. Two, with the exception of sex work, crime is
largely assumed to be the purview of black men.
Kali Nicole Gross notes the historical exclusion of black women from the politics of
protection in U.S. jurisprudence. The Virginia Slave Codes, which declared that children of
enslaved Africans would be born enslaved of free based on the “condition of the mother,” made
the rape of enslaved Black women profitable and, subsequently, unacknowledged by law or the
courts. The post-emancipation construction of Black women as sexually promiscuous – including
the disproportionate incarceration of Black women sex workers – has helped continue the laxity
in protection for Black women from sexual abuse and violence, which then serves to criminalize
these same women when they defend themselves. Meanwhile, as Black women engaged in
domestic work, they were criminalized as thieves while continuing to be denied protection in
regard to their particular vulnerability to sexual harassment.
However, in this case during the first decade of the twenty-first century, neoliberal
politics underscore an understanding of how race, gender and sexuality are reworked in
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relationship to this era’s anxieties over difference and shifting bodily proximities in urban space.
The sensationalization of a four-minute melee by both media and the courts to indict Venice
Brown, Terrain Dandridge, Renata Hill and Patreese Johnson for engaging in a “gang assault” of
Dwayne Buckle in 2006 exemplifies the ways that black women’s sexuality remains configured
as a potential threat to black men in the contemporary period. Indeed, the case allowed the
dramatization of the U.S. legal system’s defense of a black man in the face of such a threat. 22 In
these instances of intramural violence, it would appear that conventional representational modes
of womanhood and femininity as victim and perpetrator, and masculinity as perpetrator, were
inverted and conflated. As Hortense Spillers has argued, black women were always already
written out of the lexicon of gender, and therefore left out of the rhetorics of defense (68).
However, the history of U.S. jurisprudence gives ample evidence to the fact that black men are
also left out of “protection” by the state, and usually criminalized for a perceived hypersexuality
that threatens white women, sanctioning forms of extralegal responses in the form of lynching in
tandem with their prosecution “under the law.”
The New Jersey Four case worked as the construction and spectacularization of multiple
pathological discourses in the service of white heteropatriarchy – the pathologically violent black
subject, the pathologically excessive, angry black woman, and, in conjunction with the
domineering black woman, the pathologically emasculated Black man, who told reporters “This
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A similar mechanism was employed in the case of Marissa Alexander, who received a 20-year mandatory
minimum sentence in Florida after she defended herself against an abusive husband. When Alexander’s husband
threatened to kill her in 2010, Alexander fired a warning shot that hit a wall nearby, injuring nobody. In response,
she was charged with aggravated assault with a lethal weapon. When a judge ordered a retrial in 2013, finding
erroneous jury instructions, the Florida State Attorney’s Office claimed it was only “seeking … justice for two black
children and their father” in its attempt to retry her (Whitaker).
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is what I get for being a nice guy23” (Martinez, “Lesbian Wolf Pack Guilty”). INCITE! and
FIERCE! state that “the defense attorney faced an uphill battle presenting the women as ‘average
women’ in order to elicit sympathy from the judge and jury - if “average” can be read as white,
“innocent,” and non-threatening, then we might consider this an impossible struggle, given the
race, sexuality, gender presentation, and media coverage of the Four. Here, however, the threat
lay not in their ability to “seduce” black men, but in their right to define their own sexuality and
defend against unwanted advances. Animating the case, its media coverage and the ultimate
conviction of Brown, Dandridge, Hill and Johnson is the upholding of masculinity in the public
sphere. The failure of Buckle’s masculinity — a “nice guy” whose violent response is made
reasonable by the apparently injurious refusal on the part of the group – in the case was due, as
the narrative goes, to the perverse sociality of four black women.
The very day after the altercation, the New York Times interviewed a groggy Buckle
from his bed at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Greenwich Village, publishing solely his point of view.
Meanwhile, the first sentence of the two articles the New York Post ran that day states, “Dwayne
Buckle picked the wrong woman to hit on,” (Buckley) suggesting that the street harassment is
only a problem if one chooses the “wrong” woman to target. The suggestion that responding to
such harassment with anything other than a demure affect – an affect associated with the white
female gender – would eventually manifest itself in the trial when the presiding judge, Justice
Edward J. McLaughlin of State Supreme Court in Manhattan, admonished the four, in
condescending tones, in his closing remarks with the nursery rhyme, “sticks and stones may
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Recently, the kind of “nice guy” language offered here has been duplicated by members of the "incel"
movement, who have made headlines after one of them (who?) claimed his massacre of __ people was retaliation
for women rejecting his romantic and/or sexual advances.
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break my bones, but words will never hurt me” 24 (Hartocollis, “Four Women Are Sentenced”),
ignoring the documented trauma that results from repeated street harassment as well as the fact
that the attack against the four devolved from the verbal into the physical. Buckle’s thoughts on
the right of black masculinity, as displayed in his own blog posts, conform and resound with the
media and the courts’ treatment of the case. In one post Buckle states that “women should
welcome your advances because that’s how the race should propagate itself” (Dorosh-Walther et
al.), placing the responsibility on black women not only to engage in the labor of reproduction,
but to respond to men’s advances with a proper sense of duty (even if, as Buckle did to Venice
Brown, the man offers to “f--- you straight” (Ross and Connor) – a clear threat of rape. We
should also note that while the judge admonished the seven for not simply ignoring Buckle’s
remarks, Buckle’s defense for his actions rested on how hurtful the Seven’s words about his
clothing and chances of success were.
Legal scholar Cynthia Grant Bowman notes that street harassment of women is trivialized
by the law, arguing that women are “ghettoized” to the private sphere by their hampered mobility
as a result of the continual harassment they experience in the streets. Directly challenging Judge
McLaughlin’s comments that downplay the impact and severity of street harassment – in an
article written 13 years before the attack on the Seven – Bowman writes,
Contrary to the folk wisdom that ‘sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never
hurt me,’ language is instrumental in the construction of reality; language located individuals
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Salon.com would also editorialize, “We’ve celebrated attempts at discouraging street harassers before, but
through non-violent means like posting humiliating images online of offenders. This weekend, though, the media
was aflutter with bizarre news of a gang of women in New York who favored the violent approach.” (Clark-Flory)
The only local paper that seemed to embrace the women’s self-defense was Gothamist, which concluded an
October 4, 2006 article “[L]et this be a lesson to anyone on the street trying to pick up women: They might have
steak knives in their purses. And holla back at street harassers” (Chung, “I Admit”)
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within that reality and thus constructs their gender identities. Women … learn their place in
society from language, and they learn that this place is not a public one. (541)
While Bowman raises that all women suffer from street harassment, including black women, she
curiously attempts to normalize harassment in the black community by suggesting that it is an
inherent part of black culture. While not directly responding to this assertion, Fogg-Davis notes
that street harassment is, in fact, a concern related to capitalist patriarchy at large, worldwide,
rather than a specific cultural concern. The depiction of black men as more culturally justified
street harassers than other men, related to the assertion that black people are more homophobic
than others, shores up anti-black rhetoric rather than serving the victims of misogynist and antigay violence, also speaks to complications in addressing the case. Thus, well outside of the
confines of the prison, blackness is fixed in a certain depravity which can only be mediated.
Simultaneously, in the initial articles about the incident Buckle is painted as not only a
“respectable” black man in terms of his employment as an independent filmmaker – the kind of
aspirational narrative that fits into rhetorics of black uplift and the American Dream – but also by
his aspirations to secure a “proper” heteronormative relationship. Painting the incident as one in
which a lonely man is violently rejected after naively attempting to flirt with a young woman, the
New York Post, for example, reported the remarks of one of Buckle’s friends, who, importantly,
is identified by the pronoun “she” to provide legitimation to Buckle’s claim of male innocence.
This friend asserted that “he recently broke up with his girlfriend and told me he was looking for
someone. … He has always had very bad luck” (Doyle, "Gals"). However, his failure at
respectability, as displayed by his verbal responses to the seven, is attributed to the groups’
derision of his sartorial representation of black masculinity and aspirations and becomes a source
of mockery in the media. Six of the articles covering the case mentioned Buckle’s indignation
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that the women called his sneakers cheap. During the trial he stated, “The No. 1 thing [one of the
seven] did say was I was never going to make it” (Hartocollis, “4 Women in Assault”). The
repetitive press coverage of this testimony ridicules Buckle while also hailing the image of black
women as emasculating nags.
While the police set up the initial conditions for the criminalization of the seven, the local
New York media’s highlighting of the case in many ways set the tone for how the trial would
proceed. Judge McLaughlin scoffed at Buckle’s vernacular; when Buckle claimed that the
“heavier girl, she started to dog me out,” he asked Buckle, “What does that, perchance, mean?”
(Italiano, “Attack”) The New York Times, which upholds the reputation of being more highbrow
than either the Post or the Daily News, reported on the trial in a way that encourages the reader
to infer the joke:
[Buckle] said that the woman's friend, a heavier woman, ''just started to dog me
out.''
Justice Edward J. McLaughlin asked if he could, ''perchance,'' be more specific
about the meaning of ''dog me out.''
''Talking about how I looked, what I had on,'' he replied. ''The No. 1 thing she did
say was I was never going to make it. I remember that crystal clear.''
Mr. Buckle, who has worked on many films, mostly as a sound mixer, said that
insult to his career struck him to the core because he felt he had already made it.
''I think I called her an elephant,'' he said of the woman, Venice Brown.
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He recalled telling another defendant, Terrain Dandridge, that she ''looked like a
man.'' He told the jury that she had a ''low haircut,'' by which he seemed to mean
extremely short, and that she was wearing a ''wife beater,'' or tank top.
Ms. Dandridge, he said, told him his sneakers were cheap. ''I paid 100 bucks for
them, so I knew they weren't cheap,'' he said indignantly. (Hartocollis, “4 Women
in Assault”)
While the Post or Daily News coverage might be written off as each newspaper’s usual tawdry
and salacious coverage of trivialities, this reproduction of the court scene in a newspaper of
record extends and legitimates the mockery, shaming, and the reprimand of black sexuality and
sociality to a national audience.
Christina Sharpe asserts that “Living in the wake means living in and with terror in that in
much of what passes for public discourse about terror we, Black people, become the carriers of
terror, terror’s embodiment, and not the primary objects of terror’s multiple enactments; the
ground of terror’s possibility globally.” In the case of the Four, living in the wake would mean
not only enduring a violent attack, but then being set up, discursively, as violent and savage
criminals. Living in the wake of slavery also means carrying the burden of being the
representative “other,” reinforced through not only criminalization but also mockery, and an
enforced and general sense of shame for not achieving the impossible task of being white – the
acme of rationality and civility according to Western imperial and colonial logics. As such, the
interjections and reprimands offered by the judge – and broadcast through news outlets – can
also be seen as a reminder of the normative standards of gendered public sexual conduct.
Evelynn Hammonds argues that “public discourse on the sexuality of particular racial and ethnic
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groups … are connected to the construction of the sexualities of whites,” and the court scene,
with its daytime TV style antics – reminiscent both of pseudo talk shows like Jerry Springer and
low budget daytime court shows such as Judge Judy, which regularly spectacularize black
(hetero)sexual intimate relations – serves as an instructional as to how civilized (read: white)
society does not conduct itself. The constant public mediation of black sexuality – including but
not limited to the focus on the sexualities of Black celebrities, the concern with teenage and
“illegitimate” parenting, and the daytime talk shows – suggests, in fact, that the sexual may be
inextricable from the social in relation to blackness.
However, the narrativization of the New Jersey Four case also turned on the broader
threat of black women’s sexuality to the general public. While the initial coverage after the
attack seemed to trivialize the case as a “slice of life” incident – the New York Times’s first
article on the case had the headline “Man is Stabbed after Admiring a Stranger” (Buckley); the
New York Post ran “Gals Gone Wild; Stab Romeo” (Doyle) – news outlets would quickly take
more ominous tones. The Post changed the headline for the evening edition’s reprinting of the
article to refer to the “wild gals” as a “Girl Gang.” Eight subsequent headlines in various papers
would label the women as members of a gang. In addition, the first two headlines omit both the
race and sexuality of the women – the “Gals Gone Wild” headline, in fact, alludes to the popular
video series featuring mostly white young women who commit singular sexual acts in beachy
locations evocative of “Spring Break,” but with the turn to “gang” ascription came an inclusion
of details about the group’s racial and sexual identities.
I would like to zoom in on the first of 35 articles that were published in relation to the
case, for their importance in setting the stage not just for future coverage, but for the court
proceedings as well as the response by the attacker. Both articles also reference the cities of
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residence for all seven – Dandridge from East Orange, New Jersey, and the rest from Newark –
immediately setting up the seven as bridge-and-tunnel outsiders and invaders. The constant
association of Newark in the media as a “ghetto” makes the mention of the city also referential to
a stereotyped mentality, and conjures the threat of ghetto denizens escaping their enclosure and
creating havoc in the gentrified city.
Between the first article and the longer “late city final” article, the Post augmented their
condemnation of the seven through the vague figures of “cops” and “authorities.” The early
article states that when Buckle “stopped Patreese Johnson, 19, on a West Village street corner
early yesterday to tell her she was ‘pretty,’ she allegedly stabbed him in the stomach with a steak
knife.” [emphasis mine] In the second article, the word “allegedly” has disappeared; in its place
the words “authorities said” close out the sentence. 25 The later article also notes that the seven
were “apprehended a block away” from the location of the attack, which begs the question as to
how the cops gain the authority to tell the events that they did not even witness. However, the
police are the only authorities consulted in the article. While the first article mentions that the
seven were arrested “on charges of attempted murder and gang assault,” this statement in the
later article is followed up with an immediate repetition of the charges: “The women were all
charged early today with attempted second-degree murder, two counts of assault and gang
assault. None of them posted the $50,000 cash bail imposed by the judge.” This can probably be
chalked up to bad editing, but it nonetheless reinforces the severity of the charges for the reader.
Moreover, the mention of the unposted bail amounts suggests the class status of the seven.

25

“When he stopped Patreese Johnson, 19, on a West Village street corner early yesterday to tell her she was
‘pretty,’ she stabbed him in the stomach with a steak knife, authorities said.” [emphasis mine]
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The racialized and gendered carceral logics of the police, which assigned gang assault
charges to the Seven, were then extended by the media and the courts. On some level, the
headlines reflected the gang assault charges the women would face in criminal court. Hall et al
describe the ways that mugging was taken up as an epidemic in Britain by the media when no
such criminal category existed in British law at the time. However, the case of the New Jersey
Seven shows that the reverse also occurs, in which the use of specific criminal codes is
sensationalized to recall the racialized and gendered “attenuated layers of meaning” (Spillers)
attached to such charges. Among other charges, the seven were charged with gang assault in the
second degree. Under Section 120.06 of the New York State Penal Code, “A person is guilty of
gang assault in the second degree when, with intent to cause physical injury to another person
and when aided by two or more other persons actually present, he causes serious physical injury
to such person or to a third person. Gang assault in the second degree is a class C felony.”
(“Gang Assault”) As Christopher O’Hare, the arresting New York Police Department officer,
notes, “We weren’t labeling them a gang because we thought they were Bloods or Crips or
anything else. By the law, if it’s three or more people are involved in beating someone, it’s a
gang assault” (Out in the Night). However, noting that the discretionary authority of the police in
allocating charges place them at “the front lines of the prison-industrial complex,” INCITE! and
FIERCE! suggest that “In the case of the New Jersey 7, law enforcement officers’ perceptions
and roles as enforcers of race, gender, and class systems immediately framed the women as
perpetrators rather than targets of violence.” As such, the police stand in as moral arbiters that
are then either confirmed or denied by the courts. A video of the altercation shows Buckle
attacking the seven, and then several people joining in the fight to defend them. Defense lawyers
for the four would argue that it was one of these men that actually stabbed Buckle, yet in the
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subsequent investigation into the stabbing, no efforts were made to seek out these others – in
particular, two men who were clearly fighting with Buckle. That they didn’t suggests the
fungibility of black lives, in which the details of who did what do not matter when all are always
already guilty, as well as the imbrication of media coverage and police responses to crime and
criminality.
What was ostensibly a categorization based on the number of people involved, rather
than the nature of the crime as gang activity, was emphasized in newspaper headlines as a way of
hailing criminal black sociality. While describing the seven as a “gang of women” – language
that dances on the line between metaphor and the reality of the charges against them – the two
initial Post articles attempt to explain why the seven travel together, reporting that friends and
relatives asserted that they are often “harassed for being gay” and quoting a cousin of one of the
seven who states that “they go out with a group so they don’t run into friction with a man that
doesn’t understand.” (Doyle, “Gals”) However, after the first few article headlines, which did not
mention that the women were lesbians, subsequent headlines would ratchet up a fear of
homosexuals, and lesbians in particular. Indeed, in the first interview with Buckle, as reported by
the New York Times, Buckle does not mention that the seven were lesbians either; it is only the
next day, in an interview with the Post, that he “angrily” suggests that he was the victim of a
“hate crime against a straight man” – a quote that would be repeated in 15 other articles about the
case. One wonders if Buckle was, in fact, goaded on by the Post into this statement, although his
failure to mention the sexuality of the seven might also be related to the Times’s decision to
interview him from his hospital bed. Buckle’s heterosexist beliefs had been documented through
his own blog posts prior to the attack. Yet through the rhetorics of “homophobia” he was able to
rationalize his assault of the women by claiming that they initiated the attack as a hate crime.
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Wickberg suggests that the failure of the “homosexual panic defense,” in which one’s violent
actions are understood to be explainable and justified in relation to the victim’s sexuality, by the
lawyer of one of Matthew Shepard’s killers during his trial in 1998 “lacks both legal and cultural
plausibility. Such a vision of homophobia as a legal defense is a scenario that might to appeal to
television scriptwriters, but it is unlikely to pass muster in courtrooms” (51). This, however, is
exactly how Dwayne Buckle, in a manner of sorts, was able to defend himself for attacking
seven women. But we have to note that Buckle’s defense would not have been even remotely as
successful if the courts and media were not able to racialize the character of the case, while
simultaneously disavowing the racist characterization. Eight headlines in various papers would
subsequently label the women as members of a gang, including “’Hated’ by Lez Gang; StraightBash Claim” (Doyle).
The circulation of “gang” discourse in the contemporary period has been racialized and
spatialized to emblematize a criminalized sociality among black and Latino men in urban
centers. However, in the 1990s a moral panic circulated throughout the media about the rise of
the so-called “girl gang” – groups of girls who, rather than being simply the sexual receptacles
for boys and men in gangs, were engaging in the same acts of violence as male gangs 26.
Conjoining the racialization and gendering of gangs with the specter of queer women and gender
non-conforming people’s sexuality, the Post’s fourth headline on the attack, dated August 20,
2006, described the incident as a “Lesbian Gang-Stab Shocker.” (Italiano) Here, the headline
collapses the identities of the seven under the sign, “lesbian”; it congeals gangs as a form of
criminal sociality, and yet it is also a “shocker” — a word that is perhaps a salacious invitation to
read on for the Post’s audience but also because the confluence of gender, race, and sexuality in

26

See Chesney-Lind.
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their case unsettles sedimented associations between victimhood and aggressor. Sarah Projansky
writes on the media’s fascination with girls, in which the general public is invited to gaze upon
girls as objects while simultaneously expressing concern with their by separating them into two
categories: the role-model good girl, usually racialized as white, and the worrisome bad girl,
typically racialized as black or Latina. The particular suggestion that black girls were taking over
the roles assigned to black men in gangs recalls the positioning of black women as the “problem”
of black families. The ways black women somehow encourage black men to be violent is now
superfluous to black women’s own violence, supplanting their previously more dangerous role as
the instigators of black male violence. If the concern expressed in the media in the 1990s around
the phenomenon of the girl gang was framed as girls committing violent acts in nonnormative
ways – that is, in ways that mimicked and adopted a supposed male role – then the press around
the New Jersey Four would focus on the more gender nonconforming of the group in their
coverage. Three headlines in April focused mocked the gender identities of one of the four: the
Gothamist’s “She’s Not a Woman, She’s a “Man”! (Chung); the New York Post’s “Gal’s Growl:
Hear Me Roar – ‘Puncher’ Raged: ‘I’m not a Woman’; and the Daily News’s “‘I’m a Man!’
Lesbian Growled During Fight” (Martinez). If the media relies on the assumption that the “truth
of race and the truth of sex are obvious, transparent, and written on the body” (Snorton), then the
strategic visual presentation of only the more masculine-presenting of the seven is used to
reinforce the notion of a black lesbian menace possessing the “wrong” gender. In the same
article, Buckle ambiguously describes the people involved in the altercation as “half girls and
half men” (Doyle, “Hated”). Is he referencing the men that joined in the defense of the Seven?
Or is he alluding to the gender presentations of the Seven themselves? The next paragraph,
another quote, clarifies: “‘I don’t fight girls,’ he said. ‘I was trying to defend myself from
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them.’” The fact that the more femme-presenting person, Patreese Johnson, was the one accused
of actually stabbing Buckle, and who would eventually receive the longest sentence, was not lost
on the media either, which served to offer a warning regarding deceptive femininity in black
women. Johnson is set apart from her friends in one of the earlier articles: “One of them caught
[Buckle’s] eye – she was feminine and beautiful, he said, and stood out from the group” (Doyle,
“Hated”). The article goes on to mock Hill’s partner, who “calls herself the ‘wife.’”
This coverage gave the public, in effect, a supposedly legitimate reason to be
homophobic, a reason propped up by the decades-long legacy of racialized anti-gang propaganda
in urban cities. Hall et al note that labels, applied to dramatic public events, “not only place and
identify those events; they assign events to a context. Thereafter the use of the label is likely to
mobilise this whole referential context, with all its associated meanings and connotations.” (19)
The referential context of the “gang” label harks back to the war on crime in the 1970s and
1980s, which focused almost exclusively on Black and Latinx men, and their sociality, as the
source of violence and crime in society. An example of the continued use of the language of
“gangs” as racialized threat to society is U.S. President Donald Trump’s attack on immigration
policy through the specter of Salvadoran gangs.
That the narrative of “gang” crime is that it occurs in the inner cities – the slums and
ghettoes – heightens the concern, in this case, for such violence spreading to places like
gentrified Greenwich Village. Christina Hanhardt notes that in the early 2000s, neighborhood
block associations in Greenwich Village asserted the unsubstantiated need for more police
protection from the “Crips and Bloods.” Along with this campaign, in a further pronouncement
of racialized bridge-and-tunnel politics, was an attempt to block the extension of the PATH, the
commuter train that enables people to travel between Manhattan and New Jersey, which has a
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stop at Christopher Street.27 Nancy Leong argues that as a policing procedure, the traffic stop
impedes with American narratives of the open road, which signify “freedom, escape, friendship,
romance, and above all, the possibility for a better life.” (305) That road can be any length, and
the means of travel can vary; I would argue that for queers of color in Newark, the 20-minute trip
from downtown Newark to the Village can be considered just such an open road trip. The
attempt to curtail the movement of queers of color from New Jersey to Manhattan, then, denies
them “full participation in an abiding national fantasy.” (300) Importantly, Hanhardt notes that
the location of the Stonewall Inn and other popular gay venues have given the area the
appearance of being a gay enclave, whether or not the residents there in fact identify with this
community. Thus, the promotion of policing efforts that negatively affect primarily LGBTQ
youth of color and trans women of color is given the veneer of not being anti-gay. In addition,
Hanhardt suggests that the previous alliances that may have been held between white gays and
queers of color disintegrated after a militant liberation movement shifted towards neoliberal
advocacy for reform. Martin Manalansan argues that with a depoliticized focus on privacy in the
domestic realm and the right to consume, homonormativity produces violent struggles
“eradicating spaces imbued with meanings that coalesce around marginalized identities.” (142)
The language used in the headlines to identify the seven as a “wolf pack” is a direct
resuscitation of language used in a case that became an actual moral panic, defined by Stuart
Hall et al:

27

Noting the racialized eviction of queers from Greenwich Village after the bars close, between the hours of 2 and
5 a.m. and enforced by a ramped-up police presence, Manalansan quotes an African American informant who says
“They want to make sure to point us to the right direction—right to the Path Train [to New Jersey] station or to the
number one subway. Girl, they make sure we don’t hang around and we go on right home after we have spent all
our money in the bars here [in the Village].” The 1 train goes from Greenwich Village to Harlem, and then the
Bronx – both areas with a large African-American and Latinx population; both communities, ironically, are facing
similar efforts at gentrification. (150)
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When the official reaction to a person, groups of persons or series of events is out
of all proportion to the actual threat offered, when ‘experts’, in the form of police
chiefs, the judiciary, politicians and editors perceive the threat in all but identical
terms. … then we believe it is appropriate to speak of the beginnings of a moral
panic. (16)
On April 19, 1989, five young Black and Latino men were arrested and charged with the gang
rape of a white woman jogger in New York’s Central Park. After being deprived of food, water,
or sleep for more than 24 hours, and abused by police, four of them were coerced into writing
guilty confessions. The Central Park Five were not only criminalized as a “wolf pack” in New
York City newspapers, but the papers also created a new word – wilding – to describe what they
described as violent Black sociality running rampant on the streets of New York. Donald Trunp
took out a full-page ad calling for the execution of the Five, who were convicted in 1990 and
given prison sentences of five to fifteen years; the headline of the ad read “Bring back the death
penalty. Bring back our police!” After another man confessed in 2002 to the rape and DNA
testing, along with evidentiary knowledge only the perpetrator could have known, the
convictions of the Five were vacated – after they had already served between six and 13 years
behind bars. The Five sued New York City in 2003 and received a $41 million settlement in
2014. For anyone living in New York during the time of the Central Park Five case, the language
of “wolf pack” would have resonated to recall the worst kinds of menacing, all-pervasive
violence on the streets of the city. To hail the legacy of the Central Park Five in the language of
“wolf pack” acts simultaneously to mock the gender presentations of at least some of the seven –
the headlines were often accompanied by pictures of the more gender nonconforming of the
seven – while recalling a moral panic around Black sociality that is refreshed through sexuality.
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And despite the fact that most of the media coverage of the case can in fact be read as mockery –
sensational feature stories about women behaving badly in an isolated incident, rather than a
claim that the general public be worried about the spread of Black lesbian violence, and the
equally amusing story of a pouty, emasculated Black man – the “gang” charges, media coverage
and the court’s response were all mutually reinforcing.
While most of the media in the New Jersey Seven only hinted that this was “girl gang”
was anything more than an “off-the-wall, albeit frightening, anomaly” (Clark-Flory), Bill
O’Reilly would hosted a segment on his O’Reilly Factor that carried all the concerns of the
1990s girl gang into the twenty-first century. Entitled “Violent Lesbian Gangs a Growing
Problem,” O’Reilly interviewed Rod Wheeler, an African-American man and former
Washington, D.C., homicide investigator who served at the time as the Fox Network’s news
crime analyst. Wheeler ominously announced that there was a “national underground network”
of lesbian gangs “that’s actually recruiting kids as young as 10 years old in a lot of the schools in
the communities all across the country. … They actually carry a number of weapons. And they
commit a number of crimes.”28 Wheeler elaborated on their “coarseness, depravity, and sheer
cupidity,” in the words of McKay’s Jake, which included forcing the recruited children into
having sex with them and with each other, and gang raping young girls – in O’Reilly’s words,
“indoctrinating them into homosexuality.” O’Reilly intervened to let his audience know exactly
who he and Wheeler were talking about: “This is a lower socioeconomic crew … [who] band
together, like some of the ethnic gangs do, to do harm. … They just want to hurt people.” The
announcement that the sole intent of these “gangs” is to commit harm frames them as exemplars
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Ironically and bizarrely, Wheeler would file suit against the Fox news network in U.S. District Court in 2017,
alleging that the network “was working with the Trump administration to disseminate fake news” in order to
distract the public from Russia’s meddling in the U.S. presidential election.
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of the criminal social, even as these gangs do not in fact exist. Yet the agency they are afforded
resembles that of the de facto “ethnic” gangs. The supposition of criminality as a singular goal in
opposition to objectives of sociality and community sounds eerily reminiscent of the second part
of DuBois’ formulation and the acts — collective, in this instance — against their social
environment. In this sense the criminality attributed to black men, as described in the writings of
DuBois and McKay, has been superimposed by their same logics onto a new figure, the black
female gang member. With the imposition of black women’s sexuality onto the alreadyestablished figure of the gang, a new public menace was created that exceeded the bounds of the
threat to normative domesticity related in DuBois’s and McKay’s works, but no less a threat to
black men.
O’Reilly’s segment can be viewed as an attempt at creating a moral panic, and while he
was forced to recant the segment on his show just days after it was broadcast due to the outcry of
media watchdog organizations, along with the Southern Poverty Law Center, all of whom
criticized the segment online, his apology amounted to claiming he may have “overstated” the
national impact of these purported gangs. The newspaper headlines and stories represented a
narrative that went unchallenged in those same media outlets; meanwhile, in his on-air
“apology,” O’Reilly declared that he had gotten his inspiration for the segment, which ran a
week after the sentencing of the New Jersey Four and two years after the incident, from reading
about their conviction. When Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation spokesperson
Rashad Robinson, on a split screen during the show, challenged O’Reilly’s depiction of the Four,
he responded, “They were a pack of lesbians who jumped this guy” (“O’Reilly”)
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Conclusion
The general expression of opinion after the [American Civil] war, showed a growing
liberal spirit toward the Negro … The community was disposed to … soften the harshness of
race prejudice, at least enough to furnish the new citizen the legal safeguards of a citizen and the
personal privileges of a man. …
The main results of the development of the Philadelphia negro since the war have on the
whole disappointed his well-wishers. … An abnormal and growing amount of crime and poverty
can justly be charged to the Negro. (DuBois 43)
In his segment on lesbian gangs, O’Reilly tells Wheeler, “I never thought of this. It
makes sense that, if you had lawless gay people, they would do this kind of thing. But you don’t
associate. You associate homosexuality with a social movement, not a criminal movement.” Less
than a lament and rather a corrective, Bill O’Reilly’s comment on the criminal sociality of
lesbian gangs also serves as a reflection of the discursive battle around what Lisa Duggan calls
the “new homonormativity,” which “does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions
and institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized
gay constituency … anchored in domesticity and consumption” (50). His hailing of supposed
violent sociality in the homosexual community reveals a reinscription of black masculine
violence, refigured onto the bodies of masculinized black women. The aggressive, domineering
black woman has, through O’Reilly’s narrativization, left the site of domesticity, where she was
contained, but where she continued to pose a threat of destruction and disruption to the stability
of black family life in the form of coercion and “seduction.” Now, she has joined forces with
other black women, as a gang terrorizing on the streets, a threat implicit to myriad communities:
of black men, of (white) gays and lesbians, and of (white) society. In a period marked by the
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struggle for same-sex marriage, lesbian gangs signal an outside of mainstream homonormative
politics – which here, remarkably, are presented by a notoriously right-wing commentator to his
audience. We may note in passing that the case of the Four occurs some five years after the
discursive construction and circulation of the “down low” figure, a sinister type who carries and
knowingly infects black women (and others) with the HIV virus 29. Both the “down low” figure
and the figure conjured in the coverage of the New Jersey Four case create and embellish images
of pathology that help sustain the harmless, homonormative (white) gay figure in juxtaposition.
As Juana María Rodríguez argues:
Women and people of color have been hailed by … discourses of liberation
through sexual sacrifice, disciplined through public shame and censure and the
disciplinary power of pathology and criminalization. … In a myriad of ways, we
have been instructed that to enter the fold of collectivity, be it familial or
revolutionary, we must first be liberated of our sexual deviance, our politically
incorrect desires. (336)
In the case of the New Jersey Four, the “politically incorrect desires” were as simple as the desire
to reject the sexist and lewd overtures of a street vendor, and to defend themselves when
physically attacked. In the new era, it might also be said that the New Jersey Four were punished
for not upholding the norms of domesticity politics, as they relate to forms of black respectability
and white homonormativity.
Meanwhile, the blitz of media coverage immediately after the attack and during the trial –
mostly local, but even a British paper covered the attack and one must keep in mind the national
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See Snorton for the ways the purported “down low” phenomenon represents another iteration of the ways
black sexuality is spectacularized in the media.
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circulation of the New York Times, at least – was augmented by a mediocre response in terms of
larger grassroots movements. While support groups were formed to support the defense of the
seven in the Bay Area, and FIERCE!, a New-York-based organization of LGBTQ youth of color
that actively fought gentrification of the piers and the ensuing police repression against queer
youth of color in the area, paid a lot of attention and support to the case, mass civil rights
organizations that typically support Black lives were mostly silent. INCITE! Women of Color
Against Violence and FIERCE! write, “When we consider the kind of media attention, public
outrage, and mass mobilizations that happened on behalf of the Jena 6 boys, for example, it’s
hard not to wonder why this story hasn’t sparked a similar kind of national fury.” The Jena Six
indeed bears parallels to the New Jersey Four case – six black teenagers were convicted in 2006
in the beating of a white student who attended their high school after a string of racist incidents
at the school, including the hanging of nooses from a tree in the courtyard. That this incident,
which occurred in the small town of Jena, Louisiana, resulted in protests of hundreds of
thousands from around the country, however, was a result of organizing and publicity on the part
of organizations such as the NAACP, Color of Change and the Southern Poverty Law Center. In
addition, much of the press coverage was sympathetic of the Six during their trial.
INCITE! and FIERCE! state that the reason the response to the Jersey Seven was
minimal in comparison relates to the “ways in which queer folks of color and women of color do
not fit the racialized and gendered mold of who gets to be perceived as legitimately victimized or
legitimately resisting oppression.” Because discussions on carcerality tend to focus on the
hypercriminalization of Black and Latinx men, they argue, state violence against queer people of
color and other women of color faces erasure. However, there is also the question, in relation to
both homonormativity and black respectability politics, of which victims can best represent the
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population one is attempting to secure rights for. As a result, the New Jersey Four would fall
through the cracks, even as they were conceptualized as “innocent” by the activists that did
support them, in terms of both the mainstream LGBT movement and the black civil rights
movement.
Finally, at a time of rapidly increasing incarceration rates for black women, the overall
discourse of fear requires state intervention. The coverage of the sentencing of the four women to
three to eleven years bears our attention, because it completes the narrative arc of the case as
discourse. After the media and the court went to great lengths to spectacularize four women as a
savage, animalistic gang, it then followed up to show how the state had done its job in “taming”
them. Headlines screamed “guilty gal gang weepy women – jailed in savage beating”
(Gregorian) and “brawl & bawl – gang-bash lesbian wails at sentence” (Italiano). The first
sentence of a Post article reads “a gang of four tough-as-nails lesbians dissolved into tears”
(Gregorian); the New York Times reported that the women “sobbed and wailed ‘No-ooo!’” and
“Mommy!” (Hartocollis, “Four Women are Convicted”) The Daily News reported that, “In an
instant, four tough lesbians … were transformed into crying convicts” (emphasis mine)
(Martinez, “Lesbian”). One article noted that Hill cried out “I’m a mother” in the courtroom,
reinforcing the notion of the irresponsibility, not of the state, but of the four themselves. FoggDavis notes that black mothers are blamed for not imparting moral and cultural values to their
offspring; in addition, the “problem” of teen pregnancy is seen primarily as an issue in the black
community, in which the passing down of lax morals results in more irresponsible girls having
more babies. In the initial articles on the case, only Patreese Johnson’s mother, who repeatedly
states that her daughter would never hurt anyone, is the only person identified by name, in
another kind of shaming. In a separate article, the News quoted the judge, Edward McLaughlin,
80

who told the women, “You’ve got to take responsibility.” Without ordering the same from
Buckle, he handed the lightest sentence to Dandridge, who he claimed was the only one to take
any responsibility. And so the women are “dissolved,” they’re “transformed” by the power of the
state – they’re declawed, as it were, as a threat to the public, and admonished along lines of what
is considered proper femininity despite their always already status as beings outside of that
category.
Hall et al tell us that
In the press reports of these outstanding crimes and criminals, their bizarre,
outrageous or threating aspects will be centrally focused. … Few judges will pass
sentence in such cases without a lengthy homily or admonition, which picks out
what is special about the accused or crime, comments on it, usually in terms of
what society will or will not tolerate, and, in closing, provides some justification
for the sentence passed. Such criminals and their crimes get a treatment – in
courts and the media – which consciously marks them out as different from the
rest of the society. It is the marking of this distinction between the ‘normal’ and
‘abnormal’, as instanced in crime, or, to put it another way, the degree to which
the social order represents itself as powerfully challenged, threatened or
undermined in some fundamental way by crime, which provides both the occasion
for, and the nub of, the judge’s remarks. (31)
Epilogue
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No police investigation was done into the possibility of other stabbers, and no blood was
found on Johnson’s knife. Moreover, no medical examiner ever testified in the case (Buckle’s
long recuperation in the hospital – and the long scar on his abdomen – was due to the fact that,
when he arrived to the hospital that night, doctors found he had an unrelated condition that
required emergency surgery).
For most of the media outlets that so sensationally covered the case, the story ended with
the conviction of the Four. However, they would all appeal their convictions, and three of those
convictions would be overturned on the grounds of insufficient evidence and misleading
instructions issued to the jury by the judge during the trial. It would remain up to activist groups
to continue bringing the case to light in public consciousness.
While Buckle would go on to sue the seven in civil court, and continue to produce
movies, an email in 2013 from the makers of Out in the Night lauded the fact that Dandridge had
landed a job screening passengers at the Newark International Airport as a Transportation
Security Authority agent. Dangerous security jobs have long held a place as a prominent sector
for the underemployed black population; in addition, Terrion Williamson has noted the ways the
figure of the Black female TSA agent has been scrutinized in popular culture. The same email
also notes how the rest of the Four have struggled to find work with felonies on their records.
In a Gothamist article covering the trial, the final paragraph at the end refers its audience
to more reading: “Related: The Village Voice’s cover story this week is about the emergence of
‘thug’-like lesbians” (Chung, “Lesbians”). Just one week before the convictions of the New
Jersey Four were handed down, the Voice, a free “alternative newsweekly” that was distributed
in news boxes on New York City streets since 1955 (the paper ceased print publication in 2017),
published and distributed an article entitled “Girls to Men: Young lesbians in Brooklyn find that
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a thug’s life gets them more women” (Hilliard). The article opens with a young lesbian bartender
who, upon seeing her girlfriend talking to another woman at a club, “drags her quarry” back to
the bar. Her friend, another lesbian with a “beige complexion,” tells the reporter, “It’s a property
thing. … All lesbians are sneaky.” The sensationalist article continues to describe a scene of
emulative violence in which young women of color simulate gunfire and “throw down lyrics at
other AGs [aggressives, an identity marker suggesting a more masculine presentation] like they
were calling out rival gang members.” The article warns that “very young lesbians of color in
New York are creating a new, insular scene that’s largely cut off from the rest of the gay and
lesbian community.” The lament that “there seem to be few older lesbians they can look up to, or
organizations that mean much to them” feels targeted towards older lesbians of color themselves,
who are supposed to have taken up some sort of mothering role but have neglected their
“children.” In juxtaposition, the article quotes from several women who have taken in the
younger lesbians into houses resembling those of the gay ballroom scene, who lament that the
younger lesbians are getting “rougher each year.” One says “I wouldn’t say there are too many
[female] role models. We get a lot of girls that come out and their idols are men and they feel
like they have to be men.” Here, not only is the “absent yet-ever present pathologized black
female sexuality” (Hammonds 5) manifested, but the differentiation of the youth of color
community from that of the white LGBT community signals the creation of LGBT as a
normative category, but only under the rubric of whiteness.
In the entire coverage of the case from the morning of the attack to the convictions and
appeals, not once are any of the seven interviewed by the mainstream press. The only time their
voices are heard are from statements made to the court during the arraignment and the outbursts
during the sentencing.
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An important concept of Wynter’s is that of ontological sovereignty, attainable only if we
“move completely outside our conception of what it is to be human, and therefore outside the
ground of the orthodox body of knowledge which institutes and reproduces such a conception.” 30
She urges us to struggle imaginatively towards an understanding our ourselves as human that
resides outside the current epistemological genre of Man, even while stressing the omnipresent
traps that keep our thinking circumscribed within the boundaries of that genre. If this is the case,
then we must reconsider the characterization of blackness, and particularly black sociality, as
animal-like, as wildness. If wildness, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, denotes being
“of an animal: living in a state of nature; not tame, not domesticated” (OED), then wildness is
both an apt descriptive statement for the way black women are figured outside of gender, and an
aspirational goal for those attempting to struggle outside of the Western frameworks that
imprison us31. Recognizing that wildness is condemned precisely because it poses a threat to the
genre of Man may provide a corrective to the negation of embodied queer blackness as it is lived.
As Spillers concludes, “Actually claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to
“name”), which culture imposes in blindness, ‘Sapphire’ might rewrite after all a radically
different text for a female empowerment” (80).
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Ibid., 136.
This is one of several definitions of the term listed in the OED; others include “Unrestrained condition or quality;
want of, resistance to, or freedom from restraint or control (with various shades of meaning),” and, as a subhead
of the latter, “Disposition to take one's own way; unruliness, insubordination; disorderly or riotous conduct;
dissolute character, looseness of morals, licentiousness, wantonness; excessive liveliness or frolicsomeness.”
31
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Chapter 3: At Home in the Hood
Abstract: The previous chapter discussed the case of the New Jersey Four, in which the Four’s
status as residents of New Jersey, and particularly Newark, was used by media outlets to conjure
images of bridge-and-tunnel, ghetto thugs invading Greenwich Village. In this chapter, I
consider Newark itself through the voices of interviewees of the Queer Newark Oral History
Project, acknowledging the agency and authority of the Black queer women who live there in
relation to local histories and space-making. This chapter presents the characterization of
Newark as the “ghetto” and the spectacularization of violence, a purported “revitalization,” and
the violent elision of Black queer lives, all in an attempt to conceal the effects of capitalist
accumulation.

Many activists take Newark as their political ground, imagining it as a home that is worth
staying and fighting for. Construing Newark as an intimate political space that can be reappropriated and reclaimed, these Black women activists envision and enact the politics of
‘home-making,’ the collective production of an oppositional space that nurtures the life-chances
of young African-Americans. Zenzele Isoke (10)

“Oppression” and “resistance” may not be opposites at all, but rather two energies necessarily
entangled in a crisis of change.
Gayle R. Baldwin (237)
Introduction
In Out in the Night, Renata Hill describes her hometown of Newark as the “hood” in
relation to the homophobia of its residents. This description comes by way of a brief debate, after
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her friend, Terrain Dandridge, suggests that they are not from the hood 32. In doing so, Hill hails a
key concept that has organized the perception of Newark by outsiders: the “ghetto.” In this
chapter I take Newark as an object of study to examine the ways the city is variously read as
geographically in/habitable in relation to the concentration of Black lives, and its residents as
un/lamentable. Since so much of that conceptualization revolves around the city’s purported
status as one of the most violent places in the U.S., we must explore the narratives around
violence, paying attention to who is victimized, and how, within. Like many places structured by
Western capitalist epistemologies of sex and gender33, homophobia is an issue of concern in
Newark; yet, it is not spectacularized in the same way that other forms of violence are. In this
chapter, however, I am less interested in why the homophobic violence that occurs in Newark
goes unremarked upon as a function of ghetto violence. Rather, I am asking that we return to
questions about levels and structures of violence that occur in the Black ghetto in particular. The
spectacularization of violence allows the denial of structural homophobia, racism, and their
intersections at the levels of discourse, resource allocation, and dispossession. We must then
question if the activist-driven focus on homophobic violence – in which queerness is also read as
a form of innocence – does not, without nuance, create its own limitations in relation to our
understanding of structural conditions of oppression. An understanding of the maneuvers of
racial capitalism is diverted through the continued focus on Black criminality – at once also a
response to these crises – in these same spaces.
32

“We from the hood. … You know what I’m saying, we can’t go to downtown Newark with our dildos on, you
know what I’m sayin? And you see the print through our pants without somebody, like, “Oh, you seeing that, yo,
you seeing that?” Or, ‘You effing dyke,’ blah blah blah. Being gay, actually, in none of our families is an issue, but in
Newark, people aren’t really cool with it.”
33
In recent decades, a shift towards limited acceptance of certain LGBTQ peoples – that is, those who fit into a
racialized neoliberal rubric of personal responsibility and privacy – has led to the promotion of homonationalist
critiques of other countries (See Duggan, Puar). The conflation of this limited acceptance with both a national
tolerance for queerness and an acceptance of all queers gives added weight to claims that urban “ghettos” like
Newark are homophobic in contrast. For the Western epistemological structuring of sex and gender, see Lugones.
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This chapter highlights the primacy of Black queer women in Newark – a diverse group
of people who have fought to build a safe community there – as both authorities and agents in the
contested histories of Newark. It also marks the ways that erasure does not negate the existence
and propulsion of life for Black queer women, in Newark or otherwise. My work follows
Rinaldo Walcott’s theorization on Black queer diasporas as a geographical and theoretical space
that opens up epistemologies of Blackness, challenging the standard definition of Blackness both
within and without the Black community. Walcott argues for the Black queer diaspora as
a counterweight to forces, both white and Black, that position Black queer sexuality as either
non-existent or in need of spokespeople on its behalf. In this way, then, the Black queer diaspora
functions simultaneously as an internal critique of Black homophobia and a critique of white
racism. (235)
To get a fuller picture of Newark, I argue, we must hear from the Black queer diaspora there in
response to the overwhelming narration of Newark as both ghetto and rehabilitated. Such
narratives elide the complexities of a non-monolithic Black community, leave unquestioned the
notion of extreme Black homophobia (a creation of white racist structures), and, simultaneously,
the homophobia that does exist in the Black community, which is a result of many factors
including the influence of capitalist (white) partriarchy and Black nationalism’s emphasis on
challenging the depiction of abnormal Black gender roles by a turn to the extreme reverse.
One organization that has been key in raising the voices and narratives of queer people in
Newark is that of the Rutgers University-based Queer Newark Oral History Project, which since
2011 has recorded oral histories of queer Newark residents, many of them people of color and
many of them women and gender nonconforming people. This chapter mines the QNHOP
archives to help uplift the perspectives of Black queer women in Newark in particular, in order to
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ascertain how their understanding of Newark political and social life correlates to the
characterizations that have fueled both the carcerality and an assumed “revitalization” of
Newark. This chapter surveys an archive of oral histories conducted by QNOHP between 2011
and 2018. As this chapter will reveal, Black queer women theorize, live, and build despite their
erasure as a major component of the city’s life and politics. In doing so, they create lives and
communities that negate various forms of containment – including invisibility, enclosure, and
imposed identities. While the Black ghetto is almost always presented as a hopeless
impossibility, many of us grow up and learn to wage our struggles of liberation there. I
encourage us to think about the creativity that comes out of the ghetto, and the tension of
violence there as neither unique nor spectacular.
Newark in the public imaginary
In modern times, the uninhabitability of Newark has often been cited through a sense of
the mostly Black city as possessing a heightened level of violence. Much has been made of
Newark – the entire city, not just certain neighborhoods – as a menacing ghetto; for instance,
CNN Money ranked Newark as one of the 10 “most dangerous U.S. cities” for two years in a
row in 2013 and 2014 (Christie), marking the city as a place to avoid – for both tourists and
capital – while spectacularizing and categorizing Newark, along with other cities on the list, as a
container and example of the ways blackness is coterminous with violence 34. A description for
the 2009 Sundance Channel documentary series Brick City, in which “Newark’s citizens and its
Mayor, Cory Booker, fight to raise the city out of a half century of violence, poverty and
corruption,” features a definition of the city itself from urbandictionary.com: “Newark: the

34

The other cities listed as most violent include places known for having a large African-American population:
Detroit, Oakland, Calif., St. Louis, Birmingham, Ala., New Orleans, Atlanta, Baltimore, Memphis, Tenn., Kansas City,
Mo.
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hardest, most ghetto city in America, possibly the world. If you think your city is ghetto, come
here and prepare to be blown away.” (“Brick”) This last locates Newark, a city whose
government has been run by cis black men ever since a 1967 rebellion there, as not just a ghetto
but the quintessential ghetto. This characterization has, until recent years, prevented outside
resources from flowing into the city, while positioning those coming from Newark as dangerous
and threatening.
While not enclosed by physical walls, the containment of poor Black people in the ghetto
serves as both a physical and epistemological enclosure, one in which Black people are figured
as possessing “ghetto” characteristics that prevent them from thriving. As an example: the
inaugural episode of the show Black Market, which debuted in 2016 as a series on the Viceland
television network, explores the phenomenon of carjacking in Newark (“New Jersey Drive.”).
The show’s host, Michael K. Williams, is well known for his portrayal of Omar, a violent gay
Black gangster and drug kingpin, on the show The Wire. The episode is described by the
Viceland website as “his most personal project to date” due to Williams’ affiliation with Newark
itself – he describes how during one of the darkest moments in his life, he was supported by
other Black men in Newark35 - and, with compassion in his voice, Williams expresses his interest
in understanding “what would make a person put a gun to another person’s head” during the act
of carjacking. Williams seeks, then, to challenge an understanding of ghetto and criminal
Blackness as irrational, which Sylvia Wynter theorizes as an integral component of the
production of the current genre of Man. Wynter argues that the elision of Blackness from that
genre was augmented by the description of New World lands as uninhabitable, making the
people who resided in them less than human. She traces the shift from a religious to secular

35

While Williams’ sexuality is not discussed during the episode, the assumption is that this caretaking was strictly
heterosexual and brotherly.

89

dichotomy of human/human Other occurring around the time of Columbus’s “discovery” of the
New World, concurrent with the Copernican revolution in astronomy, in 1492. In order to
explain a new understanding of the world – one in which the lands previously deemed
uninhabitable and underwater, as a result of God’s will, were discovered to be populated – a new
episteme was made that categorized human beings into rational and non-rational beings, with
European peoples and Western culture designating rationality and all others – including the
recently colonized indigenous and enslaved Africans – as non-rational. At the very bottom of this
hierarchy were Black people, placed, according to Wynter, into the category of unredeemable
“nigger Other” (“1492” 43). Such rhetoric insists on the impossibility of rehabilitation. That is,
as a burgeoning Black middle class is allowed to be incorporated into the “normative order of
things, if still at a secondary level,” (Wynter “Unsettling” 325), a mutation of the genre of Man
was occurring that positioned the Poor as the new nadir of subhumanity, with “‘Negroid’
psysiognomy and skin color … made to coalesce with the inner city status of poverty and
joblessness, crime, and drugs” (Wynter “Unsettling” 325). As of yet the various genres of Man
have only been able to function through the imposition of subhuman status on some sector of the
population.
This long perspective, in which the conceptualization of the ghetto and its inhabitants is
essential to the continued survival of the genre, allows us to understand, in part, why
recuperative attempts like the one seen here often reinstate the very images and tropes they are
attempting to dispel. While Williams endeavors to redeem the figure of Black male sociality –
almost all of the scenes in the episode feature groups of Black men – the episode itself can be
described under Kara Keeling’s definition of ghettocentric, media productions which
“consolidate and enable the circulation of narratives about the postindustrial city’s ghettoes”
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(121). Many of the images feature grainy shots of Black men gathered together in dark rooms or
on the streets, wearing Black face masks, holding large guns and with voices altered. Williams,
with the help of police officers who examine a shipping container at the port, explains how the
city’s unique status as a port city enables stolen cars to be shipped and sold overseas, making
carjacking a lucrative operation in Newark. In addition to this unique feature of the city,
however, is the lack of other economic opportunities available to Newark residents, a cause that
several of those interviewed reiterate as a reason they participate in this industry. However, in
the episode, I argue, the voices of those who would legitimate themselves compete for rhetorical
space with the common-sense images of Black danger. Loïc Wacquant argues that the “ghetto”
serves both as a carceral space in its own right and as a precursor to the more formal,
institutional space of the prison, in a lineage of “peculiar institutions” that include slavery, the
Jim Crow, the ghetto and a “hyperghetto” that more and more resembles the prison. In the Black
Market episode, this sense of containment is reinforced by an extended description of how easy it
is to carjack unwitting drivers who do not possess the street savvy to protect themselves,
presenting itself almost as a warning to stay away. Jewish sociologist Louis Wirth theorized the
ghetto in 1927 as “a form of accommodation through which a minority has effectually been
subordinated to a dominant group,” making it “an instrument of control” (58). That control is
discursive as much as it is carried out through heightened policing and reduced infrastructure;
“ghetto” has become a stand-in for a mindset of laziness, violence, and backwardness, conjuring
images of the “welfare queen” and the hyperviolent Black man, alone or in a gang. As if in
confirmation, one of William’s informants asks, given the amount of money that can be procured
with little effort, “Why wouldn’t you?”
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As with locations whose residents are poor and Black throughout the U.S., in Newark the
rhetoricization of the city as ghetto/uninhabitable serves to explain away the effects of what
David Harvey calls “spatio-temporal fixes.” In response to cyclical crises of overaccumulation,
which involve surpluses of both labor and capital, a strategy of temporal displacement is used to
defer the circulation of excess capital, while spatial displacement moves the surpluses through
the creation of new markets and production capacities in another location. In Newark, once a
thriving industrial port city – in 1939 a Works Progress Administration guide called the city “the
picture of a huge industrial beehive” and noted that Broad and Market, then known as Four
Corners, “has been called the third busiest traffic center in the United States” (Federal Writers
313) – manufacturers fled the city for lower-wage regions beginning during the Great
Depression, and then again as taxes were raised by the city’s first African-American mayor, Ken
Gibson. Meanwhile, an investment in highways, meant to build up the infrastructure to support
capitalist development, resulted in the continuing pattern of labor in the city – workers who
commute to Newark to work, but do not stay to invest in the city itself. Coupled with these
conditions, an increasing property tax structure and the suburbanization of nearby areas – as
Harvey notes, part of an internal spatio-temporal fix in the U.S. after 1945 – encouraged flight
away from the city for those who could afford it, both before and after the 1967 rebellion there.
Violence has been an important discursive conduit for deflecting attention to the effects of
capital on the city’s residents.
However, there is a selectivity to the violence that is focused on in these narratives, and
the occurrence of homophobic violence in the city is ignored as part of that spectacularization.
Newark, the largest city in the state of New Jersey and a city run by Black male mayors ever
since a 1967 rebellion there, was home to the New Jersey Seven and to Sakia Gunn, a Black
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lesbian who was stabbed to death in 2003. That same year Shani Baraka, a Black lesbian,
Newark resident, daughter of Black Arts luminaries Amina and Amiri Baraka, and sister of
Newark’s current mayor, Ras Baraka, was murdered along with her partner, Rayshon Holmes, in
Piscataway, N.J. These murders, along with the case of the New Jersey Seven, reveal not only
the violence Black queer women face, but also the existence of a Black queer community in
Newark. We should note that violence against queer people of color is routinely ignored by local
and national media outlets across the country; what makes this phenomenon remarkable in
relation to Newark is its stark juxtaposition to the sensationalization of other forms of violence
there. Shani Baraka’s murder gained attention only because of the notoriety of her parents;
meanwhile, it took the active organizing of women of color to make Gunn’s death a focus.
Conceptualizations of homophobia in Newark can be found in sociological and
anthropological accounts of the city; for example, in 2001, anthropologist Karen McCarthy
Brown, writing on Newark’s ball scene, stated that “the intense, creative, and convoluted
mimesis of Newark’s Ballroom Scene makes sense against a ground of homophobic and racist
violence, extraordinary and quotidian, personal and systemic.” She noted that “according to
members of the Houses,” Newark was “especially homophobic,” involving both gay-baiting and
bashings as a “disturbingly common occurrence.” 36 This quantification of homophobia begs the
question of what rubric is being used to make comparisons – what counts as an “average” of
homophobia, and who makes those assessments? The use of this relational term may reflect a
general sense of danger felt by members of the Houses; it may also reflect the biases of the
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However, Alicia Heath-Toby, who served as assistant pastor in Newark’s Liberation In Truth Unity Fellowship
Church, asserts that “We always will have to deal with as a community, LGBT, color, otherwise, with homophobia,
but in communities of color, homophobia is steeped in religiosity,” suggesting a different ideological lineage for
homophobia in the Black community – the church – than the “thug” mentality generally associated with the hood.
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researcher. Might there be other reasons for the ball scene’s existence that the violence Brown
cites?
An interesting snapshot of the intersectional homophobia that Black women face in
Newark is Ana Y. Ramos-Zayas’s research on “Race, Affect, and Neoliberal Personhood in
Latino Newark.” A whole chapter of her book Street Therapists, published in 2012, is dedicated
to what she describes as a Latino perception, in Newark, of Black women’s sexuality, and
particularly of lesbians, as violently aggressive. She cites “numerous references” in her hundreds
of pages of research to “lesbian gangs,” “aggressive Black lesbians,” or “Black female gangs” –
language startingly familiar to the depiction of the New Jersey Seven by mainstream media
outlets. Moreover, less than a year after Sakia Gunn died, West High School in Newark would
ban the donning of apparel with the rainbow LGBTQ flag on it, claiming that it was “gang
paraphernalia” (Isoke 2014, 363) What is particularly intriguing about this study is the fact that
some of Ramos-Zayas’s main informants about purported Black lesbian violence and
aggressiveness were Latina lesbians. Their depictions turn on tropes of Black female
hypermasculinity that negate claims for solidarity.
A final aspect of violence that goes unmentioned in the sensational narratives of violence
about Newark is that of police harassment and brutality. Patreese Johnson, whose brother was
killed by a former police officer, describes how
The police was just – we watched them rob the drug dealers and it was like that day they wasn’t
even selling drugs. … So they aren’t really doing real policing, they’re just aggravating the
situation. I feel like that’s why Newark [is] the way it is now, because of all of that aggravation.
You didn’t make it any better. You didn’t make your community trust the police. Like whereas
now, you’re trying to make your community do so.
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In 2016, the city of Newark entered into a Consent Decree with the U.S. Department of Justice in
Newark federal court, after the Civil Rights Division of the DOJ filed a complaint in relation to a
pervasive pattern of abuse and harassment on the part of the police force. The decree’s section on
“compliance reviews and internal audits” states that the Newark Police Department “will conduct
integrity audits and compliance reviews to identify and investigate all officers who have engaged
in misconduct including … racial or ethnic profiling, and bias against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender persons” (United States). Since then the NPD has held town-hall-like forums under
the banner of “CommUNITY & Cops Conversations,” directed at the LGBTQ community. The
meetings are designed to engage the community in the formation of new policies in relation to
stops, body and in-car cameras, searches, arrests and finally, in the most recent meeting on Nov.
12, an “LGBTQ Policy.” (“Consent Decree”) The 1967 rebellion itself, of course, was a reaction
to rampant police brutality. The city’s response, as Johnson notes, is attempt to foster
collaboration. As such, Newark LGTBQ residents are “confronted with a significant task of
articulating a politics that refuses invitations to be included in laws and policies that supposedly
promote the value of our lives, but actually operate to expand systems that we know target queer
and trans poor people” (Stanley et al. 117).
While the 2016 consent decree, and the NPD’s response, calls attention to a LGBTQ
presence in Newark, African-American Mayor Sharpe James actually suggested at one point that
gay people did not exist in Newark; June Dowell-Burton, founder of Newark Gay Pride, reports
that “Sharpe told me this personally and, I mean, you know, when I’m talking to him about
issues, he’s like, ‘there are no gay people in Newark.’ He was like, ‘Show me the votes.’” 37
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“…and I was just like, ‘I don’t think there’s a LGBT line for, like, to say what party you’re going to vote for. I’d
show you the votes, what, you need a hundred LGBT people to [vote] for you, is that going to get something done?’
That was my frustration and nothing against the Sharpe administration, let’s just be clear here, I’m just going by
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James was able to successfully campaign against Booker in 2002 by, among other tactics, calling
him a “faggot” while on the record with journalists (Curry). Although Booker would win the
subsequent election and serve as Mayor of Newark from 2006 to 2013, his undeclared sexuality
remains the subject of rumor and conjecture in the city to this day. These violent erasures can
help create an anti-gay sensibility – and yet, our oral histories also tell a divergent story of queer
visibility in the city. In contrast, Venice Brown, one of the New Jersey Seven, remarked in an
interview that “growing up all of my friends were gay … so it was never like, I never needed an
ally or I never needed anybody to talk to, like I never needed that kind of stuff, because
everybody I hang around was already lesbian or gay or bisexual, whatever.” Likewise, Patreese
Johnson asserts that “a lot of my generation is gay. Um, yeah, most of us—most of everybody I
grew up with in church is gay.”
Living freely in enclosure
When asked what places in Newark, New Jersey she associated with LGBTQ people,
Renata Hill, former Newark resident and one of the New Jersey Seven, mentioned what was
colloquially known as the “G corner”:
The G corner was on Broad and Market and that’s where you would go and see
like, especially after school hours, all gay people would be down there. It would
just be like flooded, like you would think it’s a march going on or something.
Like everybody gravitate towards that corner and just be out there talking to each
other, chilling, hanging out whatever. (Hill)

what he said. And me being a young transplant from Newark who was eager to do something, I didn’t expect the
mayor of the freaking city to say something so insensitive.”
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Walk 10 minutes east from Market and Broad, the location of the G corner, in downtown
Newark, and you will have arrived at Newark’s Penn Station, a major transportation hub for the
city that includes bus service and 15-minute trains to Manhattan 38. Young queers of color living
in Newark for decades have used these transportation circuits to travel between their hometown
and Greenwich Village. In 2006, Hill, along with friends Venice Brown, Khamysha Coates,
Terrain Dandridge, Lania Daniels, Patreese Johnson, and Chenese Loyal, would take the train
from Newark to New York’s Greenwich Village, on a weekend like any other. There they would
face the kind of violent physical attack that is discursively associated with the sexist and
homophobic Black “ghetto.” Convicted on gang assault charges, Brown, Dandridge, Hill and
Johnson would receive 3.5 to eleven years in prison for insisting on their right to self-defense
against a Black man who threatened to rape one of the seven, ripped hair off the head of another,
and choked a third. In its sensationalization of the attack and the trial that ensued, local media
outlets in New York would remind their readers that all but one of the seven were bridge-andtunnel invaders from Newark, New Jersey.
Hill’s locating of the G corner as a space resembling a march while also being a space
where queers “chill” – in the heart of the ghetto – speaks to the ways resistance takes many
forms. March: in relation to the African-American community, an act of defiance, often in
protest of status quo, quotidian forms of state repression and discrimination; a form of visibility
that demands, first and foremost, the right of the subjects to exist. Chilling: a slang term
expressing relaxation, ease, the letting down of one’s guard in a safe space – here, safe in the
company of others. In this instance and many others, the very act of queer sociality is one of
defiance – to capitalist impulses to constantly produce; to racist loitering laws; to the

38

See map in the Appendix.
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homophobia that sometimes keeps queers at home; and to the depiction of the Black community
as more homophobic than others.
Hill’s enthusiastic description of the G corner denies the ways Greenwich Village has
been figured as a place of fugitive escape from the homophobic Black ghetto of Newark. as a site
of resistance that makes the plantation “a location that might also open up a discussion of Black
life (5)” as opposed to a solely necropolitical focus on Black dispossession in that geographic
space. Deciphering the logic of the plantation, according to McKittrick, involves identifying the
ways the plantation serves to normalize, concurrently, both Black repression and land
exploitation; paying attention to our “collective participation and rhetorical commitment” 39 to
reproducing the plantation system as normal and natural; and imagining the plantation, in
conjunction with the plot, as a new analytic to reject such normalization and envision a new
future. I argue that the voices of Black queer women, hidden by the standard narrative of the
ghetto as a hyper-heterosexual space40, can help challenge our common-sense assumptions about
abject blackness, violence and living under carceral conditions. These perspectives describe
violence as present but not all-consuming, and express a sense of a complicated yet tight-knit
community and family that is largely absent from the tales of Black ghetto depravity.
Reminiscent of the plot, the space provided enslaved people that they then used as a
space to plot, the G corner represents a site of fugitivity within enclosure. As an informal,
outdoor space that reflects a lack of recreational spaces and resources for young queer people in
Newark, the G corner also represents the ways that queer people in Newark have navigated the
city they claim as their own, taking up space in highly visible ways with a sense of agency and
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Ibid., 11.
But not hyper-heteronormative; in fact, the portrayed sexuality of the ghetto is one of rampant and violent
heterosexual pathology.
40
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mobility. In a separate interview, Venice Brown confirms the size and prominence of the G
corner in the lives of young queer people in Newark: “It used to be hundreds of young Black,
white, Spanish, like it didn’t matter – if you were gay, you used to be on the corner after school
every single day like clockwork, Monday through Friday. That same corner that Sakia got killed
on. Across from there” (Brown; emphasis mine).
Returning from another excursion to Greenwich Village on a night in 2003 – three years
before the New Jersey Seven’s fateful evening there – a 15-year-old Black lesbian named Sakia
Gunn was waiting for the #1 New Jersey Transit bus at Broad and Market when two Black men
propositioned her and her friends. After they rejected the men and told them that they were
lesbians, one of them, Richard McCullough, stabbed Gunn in the chest. She would die at nearby
University Hospital.
That Gunn’s death – the catalyst for an organizing effort not before seen amongst Black
queer people in Newark – would take place precisely at the G corner also speaks to the
negotiations Black queer people in Newark make between life and death and sociality. However,
following the lead of the subjects of this chapter, I wish to emphasize life, and sociality, in the
face of continued attempts at erasure – and the possibility of creating life that is produced
through carceral conditions. This is not to suggest that the constant imposition of necropolitical
life onto Black subjects is exaggerated by the various forces that attempt to intervene. However,
I argue that the elision of the life that continues, of the triumphs of life despite these conditions,
constitutes another form of anti-Black violence that we would do well to attend to. Patreese
Johnson asserts that “it was just, like, it was crazy how the youth claimed that spot as the G
corner. … If any teen lived freely, it was the LGBT community in Newark” (Johnson; emphasis
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mine). Johnson’s statement asks us to reconsider notions of freedom as they exist simultaneously
with discursively unbearable conditions.
In addition to the outdoor sociality of the G Corner, Hill discusses going to The Globe,
“this little party where you didn’t need no ID to get in” in Newark, as part of her identity
formation:
I was new to being in the life, you know, so I didn’t understand what it meant to
even be an aggressive or a dyke or a stud. ... So it was like you know going to The
Globe, seeing all these different people, different personalities, different
appearances, and I’m just like trying to figure out okay now where do I fit in at?
So then I found myself sagging my pants and wearing my hat backwards with a
do rag, and you know voice getting deeper when I was around everybody, and
stuff like that, and hand in my pants. And I mean I guess the Globe is where you
can just do whatever. …This is a place you could go to try to figure out how you
want to be and nobody looks at you any different.
The assertion that “nobody looks at you any different” is made verbatim by Hill in the
documentary Out in the Night, but instead of a Newark club Hill is referencing Greenwich
Village. We are thus presented with a proliferation of spaces for exploration of self and identity.
Kara Keeling looks to “Black lesbian butch-femme sociality” as an attempt to survive amidst the
insurmountable odds of anti-Black capitalism and in relation to anti-capitalist Black Liberation
movements with approaches that are limited in their responses to the needs and desires of queer
people and women, and the “Black femme function” as “that which might offer alternatives to
the organization of sociality that capital currently sanctions.” The Black women whose stories I
explore in this chapter do not all identify as femme – in fact, a greater sense of fluidity seems to
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be embraced by Black queer women in Newark, who pointedly use the term “lesbian” rather than
what they perceive as the more rigid classificatory terms such as “butch” and “femme.”
Nonetheless, these women, as both living breathing beings with agency and as symbols, provide
just such alternatives through the narratives they create of the city they live in, love and love in.
A striking and often ignored aspect of Newark’s history is the proliferation of club music
there, and the gay-straight relations that fueled the production of this groundbreaking music. In a
series of oral histories published in Blue, a journal of life, art and style in Newark, participants in
Newark’s 1970s club scene recount attending mixed clubs – “you would have the straight
couples dancin together, then you’d have the guys dancing together, and the girls dancin
together. It was real friendly.” Shelton Hayes, a music and club/entertainment icon in Newark,
described the safety provided at Le Joc, an art gallery turned club on Halsey Street:
Le Joc had no identity, in terms of gender. You could be male, female, gay,
straight, it did not matter. … No one looked upon you strangely or questioned
what you were doing. If you came there and you were gay and didn’t want to be
seen in a “gay” environment, you could still come there and cruise on the side. …
I think that was the uniqueness of Le Joc and what made for the popularity of the
place. (130)
This account challenges the notion that Newark was somehow more homophobic than other
places; in fact, Hayes connected the downfall of Le Joc with the decision to hold separate parties
for gay men and “a female night, where it was all women.” When the area became more
residential, police began a concerted effort to shut the club down as well.
Hill notes that the same spaces that community members utilize as safe spaces are also,
ironically, spaces in which they are the most vulnerable – the on-the-street visibility of the G
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corner, the very spot where Sakia Gunn was murdered; the Globe a space that could be easily
policed for violating underage drinking laws, and its customers criminalized. Johnson says that
the Globe itself was “just so ghetto.” Nonetheless, the existence of this space of exploration and
fun can be seen as pivotal to the shaping of the New Jersey Four, in particular, into the kinds of
queers who resist. Hill also notes “how dangerous it is in Newark for us,” stating that she had
personally been harassed “plenty of times,” while also in another section of the interview
discussing the perils of living amidst drug dealing and use in the community – Hill describes her
first Newark neighborhood, on South Walnut Street, as “just really gangsta.” This is an important
intervention to narratives that would separate quotidian violence from “homophobic” violence.
That is, concerns with homophobic violence often are made in a vacuum that ignores other types
of violence queers, and particularly queers of color, must struggle against. Rather than a laundry
list of violent interactions, we can view violence from a broad and interconnected angle – that
capitalist frameworks, which impose conditions of unemployment and underemployment due to
the movement of capital, yields the kinds of alternative economies that foster violence. At the
same time the rhetoricization of black sexualities as pathological, in relation to capitalist
(re)production and labor, can produce responses that shun homosexuality within the Black
community.
Robert Curvin, a former civil rights leader in New Jersey, suggests that despite the
terrible living conditions in Newark’s Third Ward, the section of the city where Blacks were
displaced to after vast slum clearance programs in the Central Ward, “an extensive network …
made physical discomfort secondary for many who enjoyed the kinship of living among their
own people and institutions” (37) This complex assertion parallels the varying read on violent
Black homophobia among Black queer women living in Newark. In 2011, in seeming direct
102

contrast to the idea of the Black ghetto as exceedingly homophobic – that is, homophobic
without recourse – Black trans woman and Newark resident Eyricka Morgan stated “nobody
messed with us because the majority of us like we lived like in a hood. … We created our own
safe space for transwomen.” Two years later, Morgan would be tragically murdered in a
boarding house in New Brunswick, New Jersey, a college town that wikitravel cites as “generally
safe for visitors and students.” When asked if she was “extra nervous being gay” while growing
up in Newark, Venice Brown, one of the New Jersey Seven, cited the familiarity of community
as a source of safety:
It never mattered, because … I literally grew up with the people. … Like you know how, we’re
not cousins by blood, but your mom is my aunt because we’ve known each other forever and I’m
spending the night at your house and things like that. So I didn’t have those issues. Nobody ever
had those issues.
For both Morgan and Brown, living in the hood meant the kind of community and space-making
that mitigated the kinds of harm inflicted by homophobia and transphobia.
Ramos-Zayas cited a “general perception that gays and lesbians were accepted and more
visible in Newark than in other cities,” which may mean that despite the dissolution of the G
corner, and despite the violence that may have led, in part, to its demise, queer people in Newark
continue to remain visible in various ways.
An examination of these narratives highlights the ways that the life exuded by the Black
queer diaspora, while always parleying with fatality, throws a bit of shade on the continual afropessimist portrayal of Black life as death, social and otherwise. Katherine McKittrick’s Demonic
Grounds takes Wynter’s work to think geography through an “imperative perspective of Black
struggle [that] is undermined by the social processes and material three dimensionalities that
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contribute to the workings of the geographies of slavery,” 41 arguing that the reification of space
as fixed and unchanging in traditional geographies denies that space is socially and continually
produced. Acknowledging that space is a social production, in contrast, allows us to understand
that the boundaries – including differentiation along lines of race and sex – that seem put in place
through, in part, the physicality of geographic locations such as the slave ship are in fact
malleable, open to “differential and contextual histories.” 42 This is apparent in Newark, where a
nationally reproduced narrative of the city as “ghetto” collapses a city teeming with varied
perspectives and understandings that counter a picture of abject suffering. Focusing on Black
women’s geographies as “demonic grounds,” McKittrick writes, “I am suggesting that the
relationship between Black women and geography opens up a conceptual arena through which
more humanly workable geographies can be and are enacted.” 43 According to McKittrick,
Wynter’s work cites two implicit “disruptions” to Man: the ongoing social production of
humanness that, contradictorily, “denaturalize Man and yet ground our present social systems
through discourses of normalcy”; and the “local contextual criteria of humanness,” in which
other genres of the human are in fact being constructed and lived daily. 44 The local is of primary
importance; if we laud that the New Jersey Seven fought back, we must also understand that they
learned to do so in Newark. Can we hold the tension between the ghetto as violently policed, as a
primary site of the “state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of groupdifferentiated vulnerability to premature death” (Gilmore 2007, 28) and as a space of safety and
comfort? The danger in not holding that tension is to allow the discursive production of space
that, in being marked unhabitable, can be then be claimed for others.
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Ibid., xii.
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Alignments and disjunctures
Depictions of Newark can also be seen as an example of the effects of representation
when it takes an non-intersectional approach. The elision of the violence that targets women and
queer people in Newark, including domestic violence and anti-LGTBQ attacks, and the focus on
“Black-on-Black” crime that is typically considered the purview of Black males can be
interpreted through Cathy Cohen’s notion of a “qualified linked fate” in Black communities,
wherein crises are determined worth of intervention based on both their ability to represent the
individual interests of community members and on whether their resolution is considered
essential to the community’s survival as a whole (xi). One hears the resonance of Spillers,
writing that the female slave, subjected to violence that renders her flesh ungendered, “adds a
lexical and living dimension to the narratives of women in culture and society,” in the collapse of
the distinctions between the motivations for violence with/in the Black community, in the
targeting of certain subgroups within that community. 45 Here, in this intragroup struggle, it is the
invisibilizing of Black women, and particularly queer Black women, and the subsuming of the
particular violence against them that renders their gender unremarkable. The production of such
selective “Black issues” also marks others, at minimum, as issues irrelevant to the Black
community, or, at worst, as “white issues.” As such, consider Sharpe James’s public assertion
that Booker was gay. In the same period, Sharpe supporters were known to state that they
intended to vote for the “Black candidate,” implying that Booker was not also Black. The
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“A female body strung from a tree limb, or bleeding from the breast on any given day of field work because the
‘overseer,’ standing the length of a whip, has popped her flesh open, adds a lexical and living dimension to the
narratives of women in culture and society [Davis 9]. This materialized scene of unprotected female flesh - of
female flesh "ungendered"-offers a praxis and a theory, a text for living and for dying, and a method for reading
both through their diverse mediations. (68)
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negation of Booker’s race may have been facilitated by the perception that homosexuality is a
“white issue.” Moreover, an understanding of qualified linked fate explains why the presentation
of Newark’s revitalization has focused on Black male politicians in the city. As Black men, these
policymakers are able to stand in for the entire community, even as distinct class, gender, and
sexuality differences exist and continue.
That is, even as Newark is conceptualized as a Black city, and the trajectory of the city’s
politics as one of Black struggle and progress, that narrative largely ignores intra-community
struggles with regards to both gender and sexuality, as well as the ways that the intervention of
queer Black Newark residents have shaped the city itself as well as neighboring New York City.
The exchange of people, ideas and culture between Newark and nearby New York City,
particularly in relation to the queer ballroom scene and club music, has shaped the heritage of
both cities; the effort to police along lines of race and sexuality includes acts of violence
committed against members of the Black queer community as well as efforts to keep Newark and
other New Jersey residents out of spaces such as the gentrified Greenwich Village in
Manhattan46. This resistance makes Newark not only a carceral, but a fugitive space – one in
which its residents find refuge and community and one in which, in the words of Katherine
McKittrick, “progress and exploration are entwined with a different sense of (Black) place.”
(“Plantation”)
The terminology of "homophobia" illustrates a hyper-focus on affective rationales for
physical violence while simultaneously signaling a diminished capacity for reading violence’s
structural embeddedness. The overwhelming use of the discourse of "phobias" to describe
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See Blue for the cultural exchange between New York and Newark in relation to club music; see Hanhardt for
efforts to prevent public transportation routes from New Jersey to Greenwich Village.
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aggressions against LGBTQ people - in all their physical, economic and representational
manifestations - limit our analyses and movement-building by fetishizing fear as an
individualized, pathological explanation, in opposition to more sustained inquiries regarding
systems of structural repression, manipulation and inequality. Anthropologist David Murray
suggests that the term has evolved to describe a “sociopathological cultural trait” (Murray vii),
moving the location of the aggression from the individual to a particular culture. Yet
homophobia is less remarked upon as a cultural trait of Western society at large than it is in
relation to specific ethnic groups, races and nations; in fact, the first decade of the twenty-first
century would be framed as years in which gays and lesbians, via the spectacle of the fight for
marriage rights, would achieve “acceptance” in mainstream U.S. society. Nonetheless, the term –
and the continued desire to legislate against “homophobia” as an individualized “hate crime” –
still evades the institutional and epistemological frameworks of heteronormativity and
heterosexism47.
One could make a similar observation in relation to the hyperfocus on the overall
“violence” of the ghetto itself, in which a reflexive look at the institutional violence imposed on
the ghetto, as well as the racial capitalist structures that enforce the creation of the ghetto in the
first place, is rare. A corollary can be found in Kara Keeling’s depiction of the common-sense
consumption of gangsta rap, which is deeply connected to conventional understandings of Black
ghetto life, in the early 1990s:
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As Dean Spade notes, “Equality law reforms, such as the Employment Non-Discrimination Act or the Matthew
Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act or the quest for same-sex marriage recognition … do not
address the violent imposition of racialized gender norms that structure all the forms of confinement where poor
people and people of color are concentrated under various administrative regimes. (Stanley et al. 120)
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Instead of perceiving social reality through the lens offered by ghettocentric
narratives in a way that would force it to recognize its own role in perpetuating
the violent conditions holding that reality together, official common sense is
calibrated to recognize mainly gangsta rap’s derogatory and violent references to
“bitches,” “hoes,” and “faggots.” Official common sense uses the glaring sexism
and homophobia of these references and their “political incorrectness” as
locations into which it siphons off the pernicious homophobia and sexism that
maintain its intelligibility. (123)
The irony of both the projection of the ghetto as a hyperviolent space and the selective elision
and inclusion of homophobic violence is that it renders all violence in these spaces unremarkable
and unquestionable.
(Re)making life
Standing at the G corner today, one doesn’t find the throngs of gay people that Hill
described. Black and other people of all ages, genders and, assumedly, sexualities, pass through
the bustling corner; there is a sense of urgency in their movements, even in the movements of
those posted there asking for money, and a sense of expansiveness due to the sheer size of the
downtown corner itself. The area still retains the feel of a working-class shopping district, with a
very busy 7-Eleven convenience store, bus stops for various lines on each corner, fast food
chains, and independent and franchise stores selling everything from clothing for the entire
family (one storefront sign advertises “juniors – plus – accessories – lingerie – shoes”) to
eyewear, video games and cellphones. A seven-minute walk north on Broad, however, will take
you to Newark’s first Whole Foods market, which opened in 2017 and was considered a major
accomplishment of Mayor Corey Booker’s administration in terms of getting the upscale grocery
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store to agree to set up shop in the area.48 As in Harlem, the arrival of Whole Foods is marked by
some as a marker of community rehabilitation, and by others as a sign of encroaching
gentrification. Yet if one were to assume that the G corner no longer exists because of an influx
of resources for queer youth of color as part of the city’s rehabilitation, rendering the outdoor
social space unnecessary, they would be mistaken.
This is also the story, however, of that same city’s purported revitalization, a city that has
struggled with striking levels of poverty and economic inequity both before and since a 1967
rebellion against police brutality in Newark resulted in massive white flight. Mayor Sharpe
James announced that Newark was undergoing a “Renaissance” in the 1990s, a conceptualization
of the city that has been hotly debated in the two decades since. Yet in recent years, a new
narrative of rehabilitation has indeed occurred, one that revolves around neoliberal gentrification
– the push for “market solutions” to crises that, rather than actually preventing the problems they
claim to solve, primarily serve the movement of capital into previously redlined areas and the
movement of people out. Kathe Newman argues that mortgage capital, facilitated in urban areas
by predatory subprime lending, is the “emblematic product of the post-industrial economy,”
making place “the node that facilitates capitalist accumulation.” In Newark, once the city with
the most public housing complexes in the country, the demolition of these structures, supported
by federal programs that advocate for the replacement of public housing with mixed-use
communities, had led to more housing insecurity for low-income Newarkers – all under the
veneer that things are improving for the residents of the communities 49. A March 2015 Politico
article, “Is Newark the Next Brooklyn?” was part of a series in which the magazine “featured
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See, for example, De Poto, “Booker gets his 'Holy Grail'."
See Goetz for the ways federal programs like HOPE VI, along with local government initiatives in states
throughout the country, have facilitated neoliberal gentrification.
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innovative ideas from cities across the United States at a time of unprecedented urban
reinvention” (Nark). The report announced early on that “the story of Newark’s revitalization is
all about buildings,” noting the creation of a mixed-use complex, Teachers Village, in the
downtown area and plans for a district dubbed SoMa – south of Market – by the lead developer
of the project. A response article a month later denied the analogy between Brooklyn and
Newark, and raised the question of what a “revitalization” meant – who it was directed at – when
it had done little in the way of creating desperately needed jobs. Hopeful and cautionary debates
about Newark as the “New Brooklyn” continue.
The term “revitalization” suggests a renewal of life, a kind of spring-like emergence after
a winter of retreat. To suggest that Newark is undergoing/has undergone a revitalization is to
suggest that life in the populous city had somehow gone underground or into hibernation, before
the intervention of Black male politicians. However, any emergence of queer life during this
period is related more to the self-organization of queer people, particularly in response to
violence (and including the violence of anti-LGBTQ religious views). That is to say, to capture a
fuller picture of what revitalization is in Newark, one must in fact turn to the lives and stories of
Black queer women who have helped shape what that revitalization actually looks like.
Meanwhile, what is typically understood as the major tenet of revitalization – capitalist
gentrification – has a reverse effect on vulnerable communities in Newark. In April of 2018
Mayor Ras Baraka announced the launch of “Citizen Virtual Patrol,” a Panopticon-like apparatus
that allows Newark residents to participate in the surveillance of their fellow city dwellers. By
full implementation, the administration plans to have 125 live-monitored cameras installed on
streets throughout the city. (“Newark Launches”)
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Laquetta Nelson, a co-founder of Newark Pride Alliance in 2003, was concerned with the
ways that mainstream LGBTQ organizations focused almost exclusively on Gunn’s sexuality,
disregarding other aspects of her identity that contributed to the circumstances of her death
(Isoke 2014, 360). As such, the organizing that emerged after Gunn’s death uplifted a focus on
violence against Black women, without separating “women” from “lesbians” as discreet
categories. This effort was reflected in the opening of the Shani Baraka Women’s Resource
Center, which provides resources and services to women, in 2017, when Mayor Ras Baraka
specifically raised the names of Sakia Gunn and Rayshawn Holmes during the inauguration – but
not their sexual identities. This elision reflects the complications of attending to race, gender, and
sexuality simultaneously.
Despite the rhetoric that things have taken a turn for the better, some Black queer women
lament the changes that have occurred. Mitchell-Lee states that in the “early days” “People were
more connected. … Communities were more connected. There weren’t a whole lot of grants for
programs and things like that, but because the community was more connected, you had things
for the kids to do.” She also expressed concern with the city’s continuing wealth imbalance and
the impact of gentrification in the downtown area – “They say they’re building affordable
housing, but affordable for who? So I think that is driving away the minorities.” These
dichotomies – between community connectedness and state resource allocation, between
“affordable” housing and more urban removal – suggest what Gayle R. Baldwin identifies as the
dialectic struggle between oppression and resistance. Mitchell-Lee notes that people comment on
the neighborhood surrounding the LGBT Center, saying that “it reminds them of the Village in
New York,” and we are reminded of the conditions that precipitated the criminalization of the
New Jersey Four, even as the resemblance to the Village is puzzling – a lesbian-owned shop and
111

the Center, a small storefront edifice, are surrounded by businesses permanently closed; while
business closure does happen in the Village as rent prices rise, the turnover is generally rapid.
Patreese Johnson, the member of the New Jersey Seven who served the longest prison sentence,
describes a childhood of safety in Newark in contrast to a “revitalized” Newark in 2015, the time
of her interview:
We played a lot in my childhood, wasn’t scared to walk outside as today, you know, kids
definitely gotta be in before the light, the streetlights come in. … The community has got worse
as far as violence, drugs infesting the community, not no real support or direction for the youth
that’s coming up today.
Nonetheless, if conditions of oppression continue, so too do strategies of support and resistance;
Johnson notes that “the community is still the same as far as like elders watching out for the little
ones. … Everybody still as today look out for each other whether they know you or not.”
Meanwhile, Heath-Toby expresses concern about the gentrification of Newark: “Yes, the
projects are not the best place to live, but they had a place. They tore those down, and moved in.
Where did those people go? They go to the streets, and they go to the shelters, and they go to the
prisons. It’s just a vicious cycle.” Heath-Toby also points out that despite the revitalization, there
are no social spaces, outside of the church and Diamondz N Da Ruff, a café and lounge, for the
LGBT community.
Cevernak cites the liberatory potential of Black feminist wandering, paying attention to
the plot of land that an enslaved Harriet Jacobs wandered on as a space that preconditioned her
successful bid for freedom. The notion that LGBTQ teenagers on the G corner were free in
Newark lends to this kind of wandering, in which freedom is a state that exists on the same plane
as danger but exists nonetheless, in which one can explore one’s identity, build connections and
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community, enjoy life regardless of the ever-present circumstances. If this sociality, the G
corner, had the attention of media-makers, would it be criminalized? It is unclear whether the G
corner was a site that was heavily policed as such, although the lack of mention of a police
presence at the G corner by the interviewees suggests otherwise. In contrast, the New Jersey
Seven were profiled and criminalized in Greenwich Village. These separate instances expand our
understanding of both the Black ghetto – a place of relative safety and visibility - and the gay
ghetto – a space where Black street sociality is heavily policed.
However, the continual back-and-forth between New York and New Jersey suggests a
different approach than that of escape; it marks the space of complicated identities and
complicated communities, and the attempt to police the boundaries and borders of geography,
sexuality and gender that ends in both state and quotidian violence. Venice Brown notes that
while she and her friends would spend their weekdays on the G corner, weekends involved a trip
across the Hudson River to Greenwich Village: “Mind you, it was like, the Village. Like
everybody, we go every weekend.” Curvin notes that Black people residing outside the city
regularly patronized Black churches in Newark.
If the revitalization pursued by Newark’s mayors and other politicians is one of
neoliberal gentrification, then we can also speak of the creation, by Black queer women, of what
Ruth Wilson Gilmore terms “abolition geographies,” in which people
destroy the geography of slavery by mixing their labor with the external world to
change the world and thereby themselves – as it were, habitation as nature – even
if geometrically speaking they hadn’t moved far at all. … Ordinary people, in
changing diversity, figure out how to stretch or diminish social and spatial forms
to create room for their lives.” (231)
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Rather than a relatively new restructuring in relation to the flow of capital, rhetoricized as one of
Black uplift in the urban city, these women have been creating Newark as an abolitionist space
against homophobia, the AIDS crisis, and poverty. Many cite the activism that emerged after the
2003 murder of Sakia Gunn as the catalyst for the increased visibility of the Black queer
community in Newark, and particularly that of Black lesbians – what Mitchell-Lee described as
“a whole Pandora’s Box as far as being more out and more open with it.”
Unlike other sites of gentrification that hail their neighborhoods as gay-friendly, Newark
has displayed some hesitancy, or at least only shows lip service to promoting queer rights. When
I began this project, I was perplexed by the fact that mostly Black organizers that created the
city’s struggling LGBT Center had renamed the office space that houses the center from
Liberation in Truth to the LGBT Center – which, to my ignorant eyes, and knowing the history
of Black Power and Black Arts in the city, seemed like a retreat from the more militant term
“liberation.” However, interviews with the founders of the center reveal that the renaming
occurred out of the recognition by community members that unless they created one themselves,
there would be no Center – that is, all requests to the city government to build and support an
LGBT Center had gone unheeded. Alicia Heath-Toby explains:
It came out of a discussion around Newark needs an LGBT Center. It
needs to be very clear that it’s a space for LGBT folks. A group of leaders who
had been part of our family for years said, ‘Why don’t we just rename this place
the LGB T Center?” We said, quite frankly, “Why not?” …
Now, when Sakia Gunn was killed, at the time Sharpe James was mayor.
He made promises that there would be support to have a Newark LGBT Center
and those promises never came to fruition. Then Corey Booker said the same thing
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and it didn’t happen under his leadership. The community said, “Let’s just do
this.”
That Center - a small building located in the middle of Halsey Street which now struggles for
funding, receiving none from the city, and employs an all-volunteer staff – is threatened by the
encroaching gentrification of the downtown area. While Burley Tuggle, a Black lesbian who has
lived in Newark since 2006, lauds the existence of more LGBT dining and drinking venues,
Alicia Heath-Toby, board president of the Newark LGBTQ Community Center Board of
Directors, stated in a 2016 interview that
I think the community is doing great work, but I think it’s just still no support. I’m
disappointed in the administration just as I was disappointed when Sakia was
killed.
I think that there is, there’s a lot of platitudes that are made. I think that
there’s not a real commitment to community in ways that it can be. There’s
certainly no funding that is provided to people doing work, LGBT organizations.
… We’ve been doing this work forever without, I would say … very little to
none. There is no support and I think that’s egregious.
Rod Ferguson argues that “culture produces houses peopled by queers of color, subjects
who have been expelled from home. These subjects in turn ‘collectively remember home as a site
of contradictory demands and conditions’” (3). In Newark, those contradictory demands and
conditions include safety and violence, a lack of state resources and a plethora a community
support, and structures of queer inclusion and denial. Resistance includes joy, acts of deviance
and disavowal of the characteristics set upon the ghetto and the individuals that reside in it.
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Black queer women in the Newark “ghetto” defy the strictures of punishment and invisibility
through community building, resistance and mobility.
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Chapter 4: ‘I decide to make things whatever I want’
Abstract: The previous chapter focused on the voices of Black queer women in Newark as an
intervention to the narratives of Newark as both ghetto and revitalized. This chapter looks at a
literary intervention into the narration of the Four as abject loss. Mecca Jamilah Sullivan’s
“Wolfpack,” I argue, challenges us to imagine counterfutures to carcerality through a
reinvention of the Four, a focus on naming and the reclaiming of words, and an encouragement
of philosophical wandering.
Introduction
The life evicted does return and does so against restraint.
Sarah Jane Cevernak (145)
I remember opening my mouth saying, “We are people,” and feeling, believing, that
words could help us.
Verneice in “Wolfpack” (10)
The project of liberation for African-Americans has found urgency in two passionate
motivations that are twinned – 1) to break apart, to rupture violently the laws of American
behavior that make such syntax possible; 2) to introduce a new semantic field/fold more
appropriate to his/her own historic movement.
Hortense Spillers (79)
In the wake of the attack and media sensationalization of the case of the New Jersey Seven,
activists took to the streets but also to blogs, and to pen and paper, to express their solidarity and
outrage, and raise awareness of the case. One such instance of this is Mecca Jamilah Sullivan’s
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“Wolfpack,” which appeared in the anthology Best New Writing 2010, on the Narrative
Northeast blog, and subsequently in Sullivan’s book of short stories, Blue Talk Love. To my
knowledge, “Wolf Pack,” which resuscitates the language of the mainstream press in its title, is
the only literary work produced on the Four to date. In fact, calling her short story “Wolf Pack”
does the productive work of recalling both the case of the New Jersey Seven and the case of the
Central Park Five. We are reminded of the fantastical discursive production of blackness along
lines of gender – the way the media, more than a decade apart, manufactured the criminality of
gendered black sociality with little in the way of evidence.
Sullivan’s story is a fictionalized account that is dedicated to the seven but does not
attempt to tell a more accurate depiction of their lives – the characters, in fact, have completely
different names and life experiences than the actual four. In a divergent take on the genre of
documentary, Ilona Hongisto argues that rather than an attempt to represent a certain angle of
reality, documentary is in fact co-constitutive of reality – that is, the production of documentary
is the production of a “truth” that did not previously exist. As such, we can acknowledge the
ways that the documentary Out in the Night produced knowledge of the case, a voice for seven
subjects who had been previously offered no outlet to voice their perspective, and a portrayal of
the lives of the Four that remains faithful to the ways the genre of activist documentary produces
truth. One could argue that literature or the literary, of the kind of creative theorizing done by
Sullivan, may present a way to engage with historical and material conditions of blackness,
gender and sexuality without being bound to those conditions – a space that requires less need to
adhere to the “fidelity” of some “truth” that existed before the process of documentation. In this
concluding chapter, I argue that in modeling an alternative to the project of “truth,” rather than
projecting a truth, the “reality,” that supersedes the truth presented by the mainstream media,
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Sullivan’s work calls for and enacts counterfutures to the dictates of carcerality, in which actions,
behaviors, beings are defined by outside, imperial forces, defined and then required to be
contained. This chapter explores Sullivan’s enactment of carceral counterfutures through three
strategical approaches: a focus on names and naming, the reclaiming and reinterpretation of
words, and the main protagonist’s philosophical wandering.
“Wolfpack” tells the first-person narration of a group of friends who traveled to the West
Village from New Jersey for an evening out together in 2006, were attacked by a man on the
street there, and then were convicted to prison time for defending themselves. While two
segments in the middle are narrated by characters TaRonne and LaShonya, the story is framed by
the words of Verneice, who we are to understand receives the second-longest prison sentence
and whose words both open and close the entire narrative. Verneice’s story opens looking back
on her life before the attack, when her worries focused on fights with her Caribbean-accented
mother about career goals and religion. The details of Verneice’s story are not those of,
assumedly, her real-life counterpart – Renata Hill, one of two mothers in the group of seven, who
in an interview with the Queer Newark Oral History Project describes, rather than a
disciplinarian mother, her struggles around her mother’s incarceration and drug use. In the story,
however, Verneice’s church-going mother frets endlessly about what Verneice, who lives along
with her partner, Luna, in her mother’s house, is doing with her life. In addition, Verneice’s
father is mentioned several times in the text, leading the reader to assume that he is somehow in
the picture although the does not speak in the text. In contrast, Hill’s mother and father separate
early in Hill’s life; she struggles with an abusive stepfather in her teens. By enacting a divergent
life story for Verneice and the other characters, Sullivan pushes back on what Cevernak calls
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“the cartographic impulse of being someone else’s story,” in which the novel is “not bound by
the constraints of its authors’ world” (124).
While I want to stress that the condensation of Black life to oppression and struggle
already collapses other moments of relief and joy that occur in every life, without the need for
fictionalization, I also want to highlight the distinctive work that literature can do in allowing a
multitude of dreams to present themselves and to be engaged with. Verneice chronicles the
mundane ways hopes and dreams are taken away from her, before the attack – her mother
“sucking the dreams from me like gristle from a chicken bone”; she even dreams of confronting
the weatherman who refuses to bring a heatwave, “just to show him how it felt to have small
hopes taken away” (2). Meanwhile, Verneice dreams of hot summer nights “out in the Village
with my lady and our squad.” The use of the word “squad” foreshadows the manipulation of
language in the media onslaught surrounding the case; the word might be read in proximity to
“gang,” but is closer in meaning to Urban Dictionary’s “top definition” of the word: “Crew,
posse, gang: an informal group of individuals with a common identity and a sense of
solidarity.”50 Throughout the text, excursions to the Village are marked as a commonplace
occurrence, implying a sense of ownership of both the geography and the time of day – an
ownership which, in both instances, by 2006 have been steadily been eroded by the forces of
heightened policing in relation to gentrification. TaRonne describes their “our regular bench” on
the piers, while Verneice states that her final remembrance of that night before the attack is of
the seven “feeling at home in the night.” Manalansan notes that “far from being an utopic space,
the piers nevertheless signify the days when queers felt they owned the sites,” (149) and that
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Note here the use of “gang” is also very different for the discursively and legally produced violent street gang.
Interestingly, the second definition for “squad” on the website is “A word overused by teenagers that think they're
ghetto to describe their clique of friends,” suggesting white co-optation of the word.
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feeling, expressed several times in Sullivan’s short story and resonant with the chant made
during the first LGBT Liberation Day Parade one year after the Stonewall Rebellion – “Who’s
streets? Our streets!” (Stanley 115) – expresses a dream, made real through the agency of bodies
holding space, that evades the strictures of capitalist property relations. Reminiscent, in fact, of
Hill’s description of “chilling” at the G corner, the similarly occupied space in downtown
Newark, TaRonne asserts that the seven went to the Village that night “to relax, do us, enjoy the
summer” (6). It is through this social solidarity that groups of LGBTQ youth of color have been
able to claim their own abolition geographies.
LaShonya links the violence that occurred in the Village and the violence in the
courtroom through the repetition of the words “on top”; that is, in visualizing the events that
occurred, she sees the stripes of the attacker’s shirt become bigger and bigger until they
eventually land “right on top” of her. Meanwhile, she pictures the judge sitting “on top” of the
room, then eventually “sitting on top of me.” The physicality of being on top of another person,
without consent, conjures rape. She further connects the brutality of the attack to the malleability
of racial jurisprudence on the axis of gender, stating “I feel like the two of them come from the
same place, somewhere where a bootlegger without a pot to piss in and a white man with powder
dusting his shoulders like dandruff can be two sides of the same damn coin. This is not a place I
ever thought I’d be. I did not know I lived there.” (16) Yet we understand, through examining
DuBois’s work at the turn of the century, the coalescing of a hegemonic understanding regarding
the threat of urban Black women’s sexuality, the potent and erotic desire to tame and conquer
that sexuality, and its legacies through the Moynihan and Urban League reports of 1965 and
2013, respectively. Between that time, the threat of overachieving matriarchs would be replaced
with the image of the welfare queen, who rather than leave the home to pursue work, “steals”
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taxpayer money through the overproduction of children. This figure would become one of the
primary rhetorical targets in relation to the rollback in social services at the shift to a neoliberal
economy. Yet it is the historical legal denial of protection of Black women since enslavement,
always negated under a liberal understanding of the cops and courts as defenders of all U.S.
citizens, that allows even the most criminalized figure in U.S. society – the poor Black man – to
receive a knowing and even sympathetic nod from the state in response to his violence against
Black women. The place where the attacker and the judge meet, then, is the post-emancipation
U.S., in which the misnaming of Black women as criminal and hypersexual, and thus outside of
the mandate to protect women, did not escape the North.
Finally, calling the judge “the bootlegger’s parrot,” – an interesting inversion of power
that suggests the complex ways we are all caught up in the technologies of race, power, and
gender – LaShanya recalls the words of the judge during his sentencing speech, familiar to
anyone who followed the case of the four:
“Sticks and stones may break my bones,” he says. He tells us that’s what we
should have thought. That was the command that should have traveled like blood
from our brains to our bodies. Not DUCK, not BLOCK, not PROTECT
YOURSELF, YOUR GIRL. As though “Ill fuck you straight” was just a pack of
words. (16)
The passage describes the impulses of sociogeny – here in both the gendered and racialized
“command” to ignore the verbal harassment of the attacker. The command, according to the
judge according to LaShanya, expected and will punish the seven for not performing an
“instinctual” survival response, programmed internally and as “natural” as blood – but that
response programmed to impose silence and passivity in women, Black people, queer people.
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Spillers highlights just how dangerous that command is for Black women: “The ruling episteme
that releases the dynamics of naming and valuation remains grounded in the originating
metaphors of captivity and mutilation. … We might concede, at the very least, that sticks and
stones might break our bones, but words will most certainly kill us” (68). LaShanya’s depiction
of their actual response, while negating that this was simply a verbal attack – that is, the physical
attack elicited the need for LaShanya to physically defend herself and her friends – also demands
the recognition that street harassment entails “threatening whispered messages of power and
subjection” (Robin West, qtd. in Bowman 522), and that, once a situation turns physical, the
words uttered become all the more real in their potentiality to be enacted. The use of the word
“pack” to describe the threat of rape compares the reality of that threat to the threat of black
women’s sociality implied by labelling of the Seven as a “wolf pack” in the headlines. To the
judge’s assertion that words “don’t justify hurting a human being,” 51 LaShonya laments her
inability to feel human, both at the moment of sentencing and during the attack: “[Human]
sounds like a safe place in the flow of words and things. … I wonder if either of them will ever
know how hard it is to think human, to be human, when someone is threatening to knock, force,
fuck the you out of you” (16).
Naming
The “ownership” of black bodies included the right to “name and ‘name’ it” (Spillers 69),
implying both the sobriquet that replaced whatever indigenous name each enslaved person
possessed, as well as the “metaphorical implications of naming as one of the key sources of a
bitter Americanizing for African persons” (73). Hortense Spillers begins her germinal “Mama’s
Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” with a list of names, calling herself a
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“marked woman … a locus of confounded identities, a meeting ground of investments and
privations in the national treasury of rhetorical wealth” and “overdetermined normative
properties.” (65) These appellations constitute the “misnaming” (66) of the African American
female.
Sullivan addresses the inaccuracy and effects of such misnaming throughout her short
story. She challenges the continual depiction of young Black women as reckless and
irresponsible through the depiction of Verneice, who tells us that her family, in contradistinction
to “teenage pregnancy stories” that are steeped in shame and the notion of unwanted, undesirable
children, was “the proudest thing I had.” She discusses the careful planning and saving that went
into having their son, whom they wanted “as much as anyone else ever wanted anything”; during
the timeframe of the story Luna, Verneice’s partner, is working two jobs to support and feed the
entire family, including Verneice’s mother, while Verneice is a stay-at-home mom for Anthony
Jesus. The unfolding of Verneice’s story is the presentation of a complex humanity – a naming –
that is not reducible to headlines.
Meanwhile, the character LaShonya’s narration opens with the words “The knife was a
gift from my mother,” revealing the catch-22 nature of blackness. The knife can be seen as a
particular strategy of living, as Christina Sharpe theorizes, in the wake of slavery, the period that
began the denial of legal and discursive protection to black women. Spillers notes the loss of
gender differentiation that occurred with the “theft of the body” during the transatlantic slave
trade, when bodies were relegated to itemized pieces of cargo, and locates the plantation as the
“materialized scene of unprotected female flesh – of female flesh ‘ungendered’” (68) and made
to suffer the tortures normally assumed to occur between men. Kali Nicole Gross notes the
historical exclusion of black women from the politics of protection in U.S. jurisprudence. The
124

Virginia Slave Codes, which declared that children of enslaved Africans would be born enslaved
or free based on the “condition of the mother,” made the rape of enslaved Black women
profitable and, subsequently, unacknowledged by law or the courts. The post-emancipation
construction of Black women as sexually promiscuous – including the disproportionate
incarceration of Black women sex workers – has helped continue the laxity in protection for
Black women from sexual abuse and violence, which then serves to criminalize these same
women when they defend themselves. Gross notes that in response to this denial of protection
under the auspices of gender, “Historical accounts are replete with examples of otherwise-lawabiding black women found carrying small knives and other weapons to guard against daily
assaults and violations” (32). LaShonya’s real-life counterpart, Patreese Johnson, who was
implicated in the stabbing of Dwayne Buckle and received the longest prison sentence, also
describes receiving the knife she always carried with her as a gift from her brother – a gift given
in recognition, after their other brother was killed by a police officer, that state-sponsored forms
of protection typically fail black people. In the short story, however, the gift of the knife is linked
to the specific killing of black lesbians; LaShanya states that “They were killing black dykes in
Newark – like they always are, here and everywhere” (14). These gifts – in life and in fiction –
belie the positioning of black women as immaterial; their lives matter enough to family members
that, knowing the risks, they give them knives to protect themselves.
In a moment recalling the #sayhername movement, LaShonya raises the specific murder
of Sakia Gunn in Newark, who some of the Seven knew personally and are even connected
through: Venice Brown went to middle school with her (Brown) and introduced her to Patreese
(Johnson); Renata Hill met Sakia a few times before her death, and met Venice and Patreese for
the first time at one of the memorials for Sakia (Hill). But in noting that the murders are
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happening “here and everywhere,” LaShonya refuses the rhetoricization of Newark, as a Black
city, as extraordinarily violent towards LGBTQ people. In the story, LaShonya is connected to
Sakia by three degrees (“my cousin’s sister-in-law’s friend” (14)). Noting also the geographic
proximity to LaShonya’s own life as well as the heightened police surveillance that invisibilizes
anti-queer violence and only sees people like Sakia – a Black, masculine-presenting lesbian – as
trouble, she states that Sakia was “stabbed to death on the same corner where I used to catch the
bus to work, right by the twenty-four-hour police booth, and still nobody saw.” The invisibility
of Sakia on the street corner is an example of the impetus for the #sayhername movement, which
recognizes the ways the deaths of nameless black women are rendered unremarkable.
In a particular highlighting of names and naming, LaShanya ponders on the naming of
her and her friends during the sentencing, as she “hear[s] our names hit like tennis balls across
the courtroom and I think: we are women whose names mean things” (17). She chronicles what
each of the Seven’s names mean and which relative they were named in honor of. While the
significance of naming is not unique to the Black community, it takes on particular significance
in the wake of enslavement, when naming became a source of power denied the enslaved.
Finally, however, the twenty-first century judge “forgets names and drops numbers on us all” –
the numbers being the years in prison they are sentenced to. This replacement of names for
numbers, again, recalls the initiating moment of subjection on slave ledgers, in which names
were spurned for the itemization of people on the inventory rolls.
The shift from the joyous evening amongst friends to the actual attack is achieved
through a shift in voice in the story. TaRonne describes the events leading up to the attack, in
which the attacker mistakes TaRonne’s words in defense of Sha, the femme the attacker is trying
to flirt with, for Verneice’s, in turn calling Verneice an “elephant.” TaRonne signals that the
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issue of dehumanization is the primary issue that caused the attack; she asserts that she knew a
fight was going to happen the minute he “called Verneice what he did” (11) and that “everything
after that word – elephant - … was like dominoes falling into place on a track” (13). This
concern with categorization is echoed earlier on in the text: right before the fight between the
Seven and the attacker, TaRonne and Arya get into an argument after Arya describes being asked
to pick out the troublesome students, in a move that suggests tracking and the school-to-prison
pipeline. In the trial of the New Jersey Four, Dwayne Buckle admitted to the court that he called
one of the Seven an elephant on the night of the attack; in “Wolfpack,” the attacker shouts at
Verneice, “Who asked you what you think, you goddamn elephant?” (13) This outburst, while
dehumanizing Verneice, also demands silence from, in fact, the person who the reader has been
made to understand is generally silent; it is a statement that her opinion does not matter unless a
man asks it of her. TaRonne notes that “everyone but my woman skips over that part, that word –
elephant – as if they want to press fast forward and get to the part of the story that really matters”
(14). I believe this is an important intervention to our understanding of the case, which cuts
through the important yet limited identity-based activism surrounding the case. This taking for
granted of the dehumanization is a focus on the map, the routes of sexism, anti-LGBTQ bigotry,
and racism, rather than the territory.
The latter moment deserves close examination for its explication of the hierarchization
involved in the genre of Man, what TaRonne locates as the impetus for the fight in the Village. It
is important that Luna is studying zoology, which involves the classification of animals as well
as “the animals of a specific region, geological period, etc.” As Verniece and Luna are studying
one day in the quiet of their apartment, Luna suddenly slams the book she is reading shut, and
declares that “the only real difference between people and animals” is that “people talk” (9). As
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someone who, in theory, studies the histories of animal taxonomies, her words highlight the
attempts to hierarchize beings, beginning with Linnaeus’s Great Chain of Being, with humans at
the apex of the Chain. Wynter describes how the category of “human” was then further
categorized into a hierarchy of most to least rational human beings, most evolved to dysselected
human beings, and, finally, breadwinning to poor/jobless/homeless/criminalized human beings –
categories which all placed whiteness as the most desired, “natural” human and Black people as
the nadir. The distinction that “people talk” challenges this further stratification of humanity.
This highlighted moment brings a sense of self-awareness to Verneice not unlike Fanon’s
understanding of blackness in relation to sociogeny – that Black self-hate is a function of the
imposition of a hierarchy of Man that only allows Black people to obtain subhuman status. If
speaking is the condition for humanity, then Verneice is compelled to negate the seemingly inner
voice that tells her that her being as a Black queer woman is not enough, and to seek out her own
humanity through a search for words. Verneice’s question to herself – “If talking makes a
person[,] then what’s wrong with me? Why don’t I speak?” also summons Audre Lorde’s
famous assertion that "it is better to speak / remembering / we were never meant to survive,"
(256) in a poem chronicling the many reasons that black women may choose to remain silent.
Lorde’s poem can be read as a gentle push to speak out before one finds oneself unable to speak
or without an audience, as Verneice finds herself in prison, “now that I am still and boxed in
quiet, with no one to listen and everything to say” (10). However, we should note that it is the
silence that allowed for Verneice’s words to emerge; she asserts that prior to the attack “I was
quiet, I waited.” If our understanding of the world is structured by the descriptive statement of
being human, which is reinforced by any given period’s intellectuals, Luna’s slamming shut of
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the book can be read as the closing out of received knowledge – generic knowledge – in order to
achieve an alternate understanding.
Words
The lyrics of the hymn that Verneice derives her words from was, she asserts, “just a
name. And just like any word changes shape when you say it long enough, this word changed,
too” (5).” The importance of words laid out in the story makes the text itself, which is dedicated
in the introduction “for the New Jersey Four,” a gift. Verneice’s opening words, “This is a story
that matters, so listen. I’ma tell it,” were written before, and yet invoke for the current reader,
both the 2013 founding of the Black Lives Matter movement as well as the 2014 Black Girls
Matter report focusing on the overpolicing and underprotection of Black girls in the U.S.
(Crenshaw). The two lines read as a demand to the reader, with Verneice arguing for the
importance of personal narrative; one can envision the pushing away of a newspaper and its
sensational headlines, and an affirmation of the authority to produce knowledge of one’s own
story, in Verneice’s assertion that “I’ma tell it.” There is also something, however, about the
importance of “fictional” stories that is being asserted here – in the need to tell stories that
present alternatives to hegemonic narratives of all-consuming dominance and decay. The stories
that matter, for Verneice, go on a list of “important times I do not want to forget” (8), and, in the
scope of the short story, include both the remembrance of the night out with her friends and a
brief moment at home with Luna in which she begins what she calls her search for words. That
the stories “matter” can be read through both meanings of the word: the stories matter in having
some significance or importance, but also in creation of material conditions. Later, TaRonne
states that “everyone that mattered” called the attacker a “filmmaker” although he looked just
like a bootlegger. This characterization – the legitimization of the attacker via his class
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aspirations – matters in the framing of the women that would ultimately lead to their conviction.
If the case of the New Jersey Seven exemplifies “the ‘matter’ of sex, and of bodies more
generally, as the repeated and violent circumscription of cultural intelligibility” (Butler) – in
which the abstraction of black women’s bodies matters to the upholding, in opposition, of a
white femininity conceptualized in the space of the domestic – then these personal stories, which
travel outside the bounds of dominant representation for blackness, black queerness, black
sociality, and freedom itself, matter greatly to a project of resistance.
Compounding this situation is the continued silence regarding gendered intraracial
violence in the Black community, a silence generated partly in response to the state’s historical
projection of Black men as violent predators. Women who break this silence are often harshly
condemned, as in the case of Alice Walker after her publication of The Color Purple. In the
novel, Sofia defiantly disregards the normative standards of Black female sexuality and
challenges anyone who attempts to dampen her spirit, dignity, or pleasure – from her husband
Harpo to her mother- and father-in-law. In that text – fictional but certainly reflective of the lives
led by some Black women in the early twentieth century – Sofia is arrested and imprisoned for
verbally and physically defending herself and her children against the town’s white mayor and
his wife – a defense that amounts to a repudiation of the expectations of black womanhood that
is always servile and submissive to whiteness. Sofia’s “relief” – being placed in the service of
the mayor’s wife and as the mammy to the wife’s children – comes when her family by marriage
comes to her defense, tricking the warden into believing that she isn’t being punished enough to
compel her rehabilitation into abject female blackness. This coming together includes Black
characters – both men and women who had previously rejected Sofia’s outspokenness as
irresponsible in terms of gendered Black respectability. The result is not a denial of the ways the
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state and the forces of misogyny can and do “break” black women – Sofia does, in fact, lose
years of her life and is forced to submit to the vagaries of white supremacy in the form of the
state. And yet, Sofia retains her dignity and her voice. Throughout the novel, Sofia and Celie
critique the absolute deference to Black men that is expected of them and the intraracial violence
that is inflicted upon them. Sofia, however, is the character that consistently responds to and
challenges whiteness while also negating some imposed obligation to be the doormat to black
men, making the link between the hegemonic construction and reproduction of white patriarchy
and Black masculinity. The release of the film version of The Color Purple resulted in pickets at
theaters, with the intraracial struggle about representation making national headlines. This wellmeaning but unnuanced silence may also be a reason for the inattention to the New Jersey
Seven/Four case by both mainstream civil rights and LGBT organizations. Thus, in “Wolfpack,”
the fact that these two characters – a white upholder of the state’s regulatory apparatus towards
black people in general, and a black man whose “ghetto” ways are mocked by that same judge –
can converge in the condemning of the Seven comes from a long historical legacy of
enslavement, discursive positioning and respectability politics.
We realize at the end that the entire narrative is Verneice’s reclaiming of her own voice
as well as the meaning embedded in the words that had previously sustained her. Several times in
the text Verneice suggests that the moment of the attack in Greenwich Village signaled an end to
futurity for herself. Throughout the story, Verneice repeatedly tells us that the words, this
philosophical defense against antiblackness, misogyny and homophobia, are snatched away from
her by first, the attack, and, then, the court proceedings, media circus, conviction and
imprisonment, leaving her without her humanity. When discussing her plans to study astronomy
in college, she archives her projections as “back when I bothered with a future tense” (2); later
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she said her words “left me, in a second, for a lifetime, that night on the pavement” (8). While
certainly not arbitrary – Wynter links the selection of Blackness as the nadir to a trajectory of
factors, including the religious designation of the sons of Ham as enslaveable – Verneice’s
decision regarding anything being anything suggests both the specific production of blackness is
not a natural fact, and that the only way out of the system is to tear it up and envision an entirely
new one, one that, perhaps, carries different meanings. If Cesaire, as referenced by Wynter, calls
for a new Science of the Word that would seek to understand the ways our words auto-institute
ourselves as beings who experience hegemonic frames of reference as universal and natural, then
Verneice also, significantly, calls for words to be spoken. She spends her summer “gathering
words for [the] fight” about her future plans with her mother; she realizes in hindsight that she
“started looking for words” after Luna’s announcement about the difference between animals
and humans. This search for words suggests both a search for knowledge, of self and the world,
and also is juxtaposed to the ways that particular knowledge must be constantly reaffirmed in the
face of attempts to “snatch” them away. The emphasis on words – the actual word, “words,” is
used 32 times in the text – also calls attention to the importance of the particular words used to
criminalize the Seven, the ways the words of the Seven were not allowed to be heard in the
media coverage of the case, and denies the judge’s assertion that “words will never hurt me.”
When words fail, of course, the seven resort to a physical defense of their bodies and
lives. After describing “his hand on Sha’s neck, in her hair,” the remainder of TaRonne’s
description of the actual fight describes how the Seven fought back. It reveals no remorse, it
negates innocence where innocence requires the denial of one’s safety, security, or dignity:
I felt my fists pushing hard into his shoulder, the blows never landing heavy
enough. I saw Angelique and Margina get some hits in too, felt my surprise. I
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heard some words come from behind me, from Verneice maybe. … I never saw a
knife, and I never heard the muthafucka cry. I wish I had. (13)

Wandering
It goes without saying that Black communities have been grappling with carcerality, in its
many manifestations, forever – forever being since the beginnings of Blackness as an
epistemological category of the genre of Man. While the carceral touches all communities, it is
discursively the category of blackness that has been projected as the image of criminality. If, as
Wynter notes, the genre of Man has been conceived through a hierarchization of being with the
“nigger other” at the very bottom, a major component of enforcing that hierarchy is through the
discursive production of criminal blackness, which serves to exemplify illogical behavior in an
order based on reason. That order is supported by the geographic enclosure of those same
peoples, rhetorically deemed fated to live in the uninhabitable “ghettoes” due their own
ignorance and backwardness as a cultural grouping, and not by accumulation by dispossession.
Often, the way dominant cultural narratives depict race, gender, class, sexuality, and geography
is challenged through attempts to “get the story right,” to expose the reality that is hidden
beneath discourse and “layers of attenuated meaning.” However, the main focus of this paper is
on a short story that fictionalizes an actual set of events in the lives of a group of queer Black
friends, invoking Barbara Christian’s understanding of people of color theorizing as “often in
narrative forms, in the stories we create, in riddles and proverbs, in the play with language,
because dynamic rather than fixed ideas seem more to our liking” (68). I argue that creative,
speculative, and imaginative aesthetic work that envisions different stories altogether present a
strategy to avoid becoming trapped in the genre of Man, to consider ways of being that do not
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conform to heteronormative, racialized, gendered structures of “right” and “wrong,” and to
envision an opening in a tightly closed – and yet, cracked – system.
The last two paragraphs of the short story, which are stated by an imprisoned Verneice,
exemplify the character’s philosophical wandering and encourage us to do so as well:
This is when I decide to make things whatever I want them to be. If I
cannot be a person I decide, then anything can be anything at all. I find Luna’s
hand in the paper, our baby’s eyes in the black of the ink. From the space around
me, I carve my mother’s smile and a deep, wetwarm sky.
I get up, tighten my grip, and breathe. Then I part my lips, clear my throat,
and say—out loud—“Let’s go.” (20)
I want to suggest that these final, yet unfinished, words enact what Sarah Jane Cevernak
has described as the philosophical potential of black feminist wandering. Arguing against the
push for readability by literary and performance studies scholars, Cevernak suggests that there is
a certain form of resistance to be had in the absences and silences afforded in texts by Black
women writers. Discussing Gayl Jones’ Corregidora, Cevernak suggests that the protagonist,
Ursa, “wanders to recover a lost privacy and, with it, a grip on a landscape that cannot be
encroached: a locale where she might roam without surveillance, out of harm’s way” in a text in
which Ursa is surrounded on all sides by people – friends, lovers, and family – who all place
demands on her body and mind. Here we can consider and expand, as Cevernak suggests, the
“kinetic meanings” of the physical wanderings of the seven Black queer friends – both in New
Jersey, at the G corner, and in Greenwich Village, both sites of heightened policing and the
criminalization of “loitering” for people of color – as well as the “philosophical potential”
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provided by Verneice’s musings on language and meaning. In the story, Verneice performs the
act of philosophical wandering twice in particular. The first time, which occurs while attending
church with her mother, leads her to the discovery of what she consistently defines as “her
words.” Verneice carries these words – “We are people. God loves us. That’s it” – with her
internally as she goes about her life as a Black queer woman and uses them to deflect any
animosities and, particularly, any efforts to define her as other than human, protecting her from
“frowns and pointing fingers in Newark.” The irony here, of course, is that these words, which
protect her in a place discursively constructed as one of the most violent in the country, fail to
protect her when she gets to Greenwich Village, a place possessing a sheen of tolerance and
acceptance for all. She contrasts her newfound words, which were inspired from a hymn at the
end of the service, with the “usual tired mess about a man in the sky who said Do This and Don’t
Do That in a language nobody understood, or a ghost who played truth or dare games with your
soul. There was no double bind, no damned-if-you-do, no one saying what to do or be” (5). In
contrast to the usual language of the church, the respectability politics of which reinforce the
categorization and hierarchization of people, Verneice states that her words “meant the chance to
be a person, in my own language, for real” (10). These words, in fact, are similar to the ones that
several of the Black lesbian members of the Unity Fellowship Church in Newark, interviewed by
the Queer Newark Oral History Project, attest to as central to the church’s philosophy: that all
people are children are God.
The second wandering, the decision to “make things whatever I want them to be,” closes
the text but opens the world for Verneice, and for the reader. Cevernak says that “fleeting drifts
of philosophical possibility hover in the opaque terrain next to the visible word.” (2) I want to
argue for the opaqueness of the terrain in which “anything can be anything at all.” That is, the
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depictions of specific imaginings – of her lover, child and mother – can be understood, with the
qualifiers “anything” and “whatever,” to be just a sampling. Verneice’s final statement, from
deep inside the carceral state, in fact enacts what, in arguing that “the map to a new world is in
the imagination, in what we see in our third eyes rather than in the desolation that surrounds us,”
Robin Kelley cites as the “classic definition” of utopia: “the idea that we could possible go
somewhere that exists only in our imaginations – that is, ‘nowhere’” (x). Kelley argues for the
importance of the dreams and visions of liberation movements throughout history, even in the
face of “failure.” Similarly, the first-person plural, out-loud statement, “Let’s go,” invokes the
reader to join in the imagining and creation of counterfutures to the logics of carcerality.
Structuring the story is that both significant wanderings in the text take place in the context of
confinement; Verneice goes to church the day she receives her words because, on that day, she
“couldn’t get out of going”; furthermore, in anticipation to her survival strategy in prison, once
there she “did my best to send my mind away,” an act of wandering which allows the reception
of the words.
McKittrick locates black geographies “as the sites through which particular forces of empire
(oppression/resistance, black immortality, racial violence, urbicide) bring forth a poetics that
envisions a decolonial future. … that reads black dispossession as a “question mark.” (5) The
snatching away of words represents a dialectical struggle between those attempting to uphold the
genre of Man, and those seeking new routes to liberation. McKittrick works with the locus of the
plantation and the ongoing logics of that site of both black and antiblack formation. Earlier in
this dissertation, McKittrick’s expansion of Wynter’s notion of the plot, as a sites of localized
resistance to the logics of the plantation, was raised. “By August,” the time of the attack, “I
thought I had gotten good at a new kind of hearing, a new kind of seeing. … I thought I had
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learned how to walk in the world just feeling like a person, no matter who else was around” (6).
This kind of freedom, enacted in Greenwich Village before the event of the attack, is reminiscent
of Patreese Johnson’s suggestion that the most free youth in Newark were the queer youth
occupying the G corner, in an act of spatial and psychic liberation. However, Sullivan’s work
also allows us to envision the second variant of plot that these scholars explore: literary plots that
do the same work to produce a future that “might not necessarily follow our late-modern
necropolitics of the present into future-misery, wherein freedom is lifeless and racial terror is the
act of realizing this freedom.” We can think of the retelling of the evening of the attack itself –
depicted as seven friends building community, expressing love for each other and, perhaps most
importantly, laughter, as part of the plot – the storyline – of a liberating counterfuture. The act of
realizing freedom, in this case, comes not from protesting, but from enjoying an evening among
friends. Moreover, Sullivan’s inclusion of a couple of women with different class statuses – the
“rich girl” Margina and Arya, “TaRonne’s teacher girlfriend” who, TaRonne suggests, would
rather be with “other young professionals like her” than traipsing around in the Village – allows
the reader to understand that, while class is decidedly a factor, the imbrications of gender, race
and sexuality on the streets also transcend it; and to envision the kinds of intraclass solidarity that
can be formed along these lines.
Hernández, Muhammad and Thompson note that in the U.S. “prison was conceived as a
modern intervention and as an Enlightenment ideal for the expression of liberty by the negation
of it. In other words, captivity … was fundamental to American freedom from the beginning”
(21). As noted by Wynter, the demobilization of the most radical forms of struggle – forms that
question the legitimacy of the “natural” order of being – have historically been demobilized
through the enveloping of classes of people into the supposed fold of freedom, which is always
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defined in relation to a not-freedom. Looking back on the night on the Village before the attack,
Verneice remembers “our loudness, how huge we felt, in the best way, and how free.” The
closing words of Sullivan’s text, similar to Patreese Johnson’s statement that if any queer youth
were free, it was queer youth taking up space at the G corner in Newark, allow us to rethink the
bounds and parameters of freedom, not in a romanticized way but in a way that encourages us to
strive against conceptions that require the imprisonment of someone or something.
The short story’s final words, enacted inside the walls of Verneice’s prison cell, give rise
to what Denise Ferreira da Silva describes as a Black Feminist Poethics. In “Toward the end of
the World produced by the tools of reason,” da Silva states, “the Black Feminist Poet peers
beyond the horizon of thought where historicity (temporality/interiority), framed by the tools of
universal reason, cannot but yield violence.” (84) If reason always yields the imprisoned Black
subject, and imprisonment yields defeat and enclosure, then deciding to make anything anything
– an illogical act by most standards – and escaping the walls of the prison with the imagination is
a radical, Black feminist refusal. In Verneice’s twist on the words of the church hymn, the story
recalls but, significantly, does not mirror, the traditional Black (re)turn to religion and spirituality
as a negation of “universal reason” in which Blackness is always abject, always subhuman. And
when that fails – when the words “we are people” no longer suffice in the wake of the
dehumanizing ambushes by both the attacker and the state, the story highlights the creativity
employed as a mode of survival and of freedom building.
For me, the question that has guided my work for many years is this: How do we do our
advocacy, our activism, our scholarship in ways that do not diminish the lives of the people we
are uplifting, in ways that do not reduce them to an occasion of violence against them, or to flat
representations of innocence or guilt? The flattening of Blackness is, after all, the project of
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empire, and the fullness includes acts that have been criminalized and lives that will never be
read as innocent. I posit that Sullivan’s fictionalizing of the lives of the Four offers us one
example of how to envision new strategies in the work of liberation. By creating a narrative that
wanders away from the actual lives of the Four, as evidenced by interviews and by the
documentary Out in the Night, she broadens the scope of the imagination, making the story of the
Four not one of a singular instance or of Four singular lives. Toni Morrison’s opera Margaret
Garner, which was significantly different from both Morrison’s adaptation of Garner’s life in
Beloved and from the historical account of Garner’s life, performs similar work. When asked
during the time of the opera’s premiere in 2005, Morrison stated that there were “many Margaret
Garner stories” (qtd. in Jennings) – implying both the creative license that black feminist writers
have put to use to broaden the understanding of race, sex and power, but also that many other
enslaved women, in protection of children borne by them by deemed not theirs, committed acts
similar to the one that Garner became famous for – killing her child rather than seeing it live a
life in slavery. If, as Foucault asserted, carceral logics are enacted to prevent the mimicking of
crimes by other individuals, we are reminded also through this creative license that resistance to
black carcerality is manifold.
So what was Sullivan doing by creating a new story for the Four? I want to suggest that,
in the words of Saidiyah Hartman, “Loss gives rise to longing, and in these circumstances, it
would not be far-fetched to consider stories as a form of compensation or even as reparations,
perhaps the only kind we will ever receive.” (4) Hartman is attempting to struggle with creating
narratives in the face of what will forever remain unknown in the slavery archive. Sullivan’s text
is different – the lives of the Four are relatively accessible to any researcher; they are, after all,
still alive, and moreover have been outspoken advocates for themselves. I also want to be
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careful, in this analysis, to avoid assuming the “death” of the Four by this singular event in their
lives, or to capture them myself. Nonetheless, I would like to argue that Sullivan’s text performs
an act similar to Hartman’s: the recuperation of dreams and hope, the granting of alternate
possibilities to those whose public lives have been reduced to criminality, violence and
inhumanity. I think there’s also some work that can be done here with Christina Sharpe’s various
interpellations of the “wake” of slavery and the ways the characters in “Wolfpack” make
meaning of their world and of the attack and circumstances leading up to it. Sharpe states, “And
while the wake produces Black death and trauma — ‘violence … precedes and exceeds Blacks’
– we, Black people everywhere and anywhere we are, still produce in, into, and through the wake
an insistence on existing: we insist Black being into the wake.” (11) If we consider incarceration
a form of social death, then the wake work, the work of care, undertaken by Sullivan involves
honoring and celebrating the lives of the many queer women of color who are frozen in
imprisonment.
“Wolfpack” is a story that ends not in some utopian vision that cannot be, given the very
real carceral logics that led to the imprisonment of the New Jersey Four. Nevertheless, it is a
story that leaves an utopian opening, one that begins and ends with visions of survival and
creativity towards an imagined otherwise. Quoting Gallagher and Greenblatt, Hartman notes that
counter-history “opposes itself not only to dominant narratives, but also to prevailing modes of
historical thought and methods of research.” (12) The short story can be envisioned as a call for
black queer literature itself – that is, literature that challenges the normative and creates new
worlds for us to explore and inhabit outside of dominant modes of thought. I entered this project
thinking, what does it mean that Sullivan changed the stories of the Four? I suppose my
conclusion mirrors the text itself. If we cannot be people, under the sociogenically defined genre
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of Man as delineated by Sylvia Wynter and taken up by both McKittrick and Da Silva and
others, then our task is to struggle with the way things are in order to make things whatever we
want them to be, to declare that anything can be anything at all. Carcerality is, of course, formed,
produced and mediated by an imaginary as well. However, rhetoric of reason often deemphasize
the imaginary, and poses carceral logics as common-sense. But, if the Western genre of man is
only made to seem as if it is universal and everlasting, “anything I want” takes on real possibility
and potential. It is worldmaking in thek9 absence of and as an act of refusing the fantasy of
personhood, and marks both the importance and the limits of afro-pessimism. The genealogy of
black queer feminist imagination, its theorizing, does the important work of capturing
containment, the containment of Black bodies and Black lives, while also doing the work of
acknowledging the ways that that containment is not exhaustive, and that despite assertations
otherwise, crisis, emergency and drama are not the absolute defining locations of Black lives. It
also challenges the impulses of (white) homonormativity that would compel Black queer lives to
fit into respectability. As such, the potential and necessity of creativity and imagination in the
creation of worlds – including our own – cannot be understated.
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Appendix
Article headlines in relation to NJ7 case
Gals Gone Wild; Stab Romeo: Cops
The New York Post, Aug. 19, 2006
Girl Gang Stabs Would-Be Romeo: Cops
The New York Post, Aug. 19, 2006
Man is Stabbed in Attack After Admiring a Stranger
The New York Times, Aug. 19, 2006
Police: Man Attacked After Making Comment to Woman in Group
The Associated Press State & Local Wire, Aug. 19, 2006
‘Hated’ by Lez Gang; Straight-Bash Claim
The New York Post, Aug. 20, 2006
Man Says Lesbians Committed Hate Crime
UPI, Aug. 20, 2006
Woman Stabs Male Admirer with Steak Knife
Salon.com, Aug. 21, 2006
7 Women Charged with Attacking Man on Greenwich Village Street
The Associated Press State & Local Wire, Oct. 3, 2006
“I admit I did cut him one time for my own safety.”
Gothamist, Oct. 4, 2006
Lesbian Gang-Stab Shocker
The New York Post, Oct. 4, 2006
‘Lesbians’ Stab Man
The Mirror, Oct. 11, 2006
142

Pummeled by Lethal Lesbians of Doom – Man ‘Felt Like I was Going to Die’
The New York Post, April 12, 2007
Attack of the Killer Lesbians – Man ‘Felt Like I was Going to Die’
The New York Post, April 12, 2007
4 Women in Assault Case Say They Acted in Defense
The New York Times, April 12, 2007
Lesbians on Trial for Beating up Straight Man
Gothamist, April 12, 2007
Man Says he Feared for His Life when 7 N.J. Lesbians Attacked Him
The Associated Press State & Local Wire, April 12, 2007
The Case of the Lesbian Beatdown
Daily News, April 12, 2007
She’s Not a Woman, She’s a “Man”!
Gothamist, April 13, 2007
Gal’s Growl: Hear Me Roar – ‘Puncher’ Raged: ‘I’m not a Woman’
The New York Post, April 13, 2007
‘I’m a Man!’ Lesbian Growled During Fight
Daily News, April 13, 2007
Lesbians on Trial for Attacking Man
UPI, April 13, 2007
N.J. Woman Accused in Attack Feared Man Would Kill Friend
Associated Press State & Local Wire, April 13, 2007
‘Crotching’ Tiger
The New York Post, April 14, 2007
Knifer Says Victim Got a Beatdown Because he Pointed at her Privates
The New York Post, April 14, 2007
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Attack of the “Seething Sapphic Septet”
Salon.com, April 14, 2007
Hollaback Girls and Them Some
Gothamist, April 14, 2007
Woman in Gang Assault Trial Says Man Started the Fight
New York Times, April 14, 2007
Detained Juror in Lesbian Attack Case Freed by Appeals Judge
The Associated Press State & Local Wire, April 16, 2007
4 Lesbians Convicted in Attack on Man in Greenwich Village
The Associated Press State & Local Wire, April 18, 2007
Guilty Gal Gang Weepy Women – Jailed in Savage Beating
The New York Post, April 18, 2007
Four Women are Convicted in Attack on Man in Village
The New York Times, April 18, 2007
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Map of downtown Newark
From newarkhappening.com
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